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	Chapter 1

Relationships

In the world of Eden, it was common for those who felt strongly about one another to form intimate relationships. From the juvenile courtships often associated with “puppy love”, to the more serious, carnal relations shared by passionate adults, the seeds of love took many forms and went through many phases during their lives. Of course, even if two individuals formed such a bond, there was always the possibility of another still vying for one of them in their attempt at forming a deeper relationship of their own.

And with these love triangles, often came periods of heartbreak, conflict, and possibly even violence.

*****

With the sun shining down between only a few passing clouds, another peaceful day was underway in Eden on the southern border of Koskaysil. At the base of the towering mountain range known as Red Peak, stood a monastery known to many as a safe haven from the hardships of an unforgiving world. Along the tall stone ramparts that surrounded Shadow’s Refuge, harpies kept watch on both the sanctuary within and The Outerlands beyond their walls. Along with them were white cloaked watchers, the mysterious women having small orbs of glistening light floating around in front of their hands which were hidden in their giant sleeves. Their bellies and thighs were visible between their tall boots, skimpy pants, and open midriff with their top, yet the mysterious women remained enshrouded by their large hoods, long flowing shawls, and capes.

The large wooden gate that led into the main piazza had watchers stationed in the two towers on either side of it, their unseen gazes constantly scanning the horizon while another harpy was perched atop one of the open doors to the large gate. The holy bird was dressed in similar garb as her kin, with a white and golden skirt and frilly top doing very little to conceal her figure, while her long golden hair fluttered in the breeze as she observed something with a curious smile on her face.

“Look at her go,” she said with a small chuckle. “That little dear does love to run, doesn’t she?”

“Indeed she does,” a watcher agreed with a softly echoing voice. “It is pleasing to see her spirit is still full of life after facing such tragedy.”

Running across the field that lay before the monastery, a young centaur could be seen galloping over the dirt and sparse patches of grass that littered the landscape. With her long blonde hair flowing freely behind her, her serene expression was easily shown as she raced around the field.

“I wish you were here with me, mother,” Lelu softly voiced, gazing up at the sky before admiring the abbey nearby. “If only the fates weren’t so cruel as to keep you from seeing such a wonderful place as this.”

Wiping a tear from her eye, the young girl continued running around in wide circles along the field, dust flowing behind her swiftly moving feet while a few clouds drifted by overhead with their shadows being cast across the land. After a few more laps, the centaur veered off to the side of the monastery and ran along its towering walls. She weaved around a few small boulders and over a bend before quickly coming to a halt, a stunned look coming over her as she came face to face with a troll. The monster was dressed in typical leather garb and skirt, her green eyes staring directly into Lelu’s while a small smirk adorned her face with tusks sticking out of her mouth. Lelu blinked before smiling curiously as the troll slowly walked towards her, having to use a crutch in order to do so as her left leg had been amputated.

“What are you doing out here, Ranella?” Lelu asked, shaking her head. “You’re not supposed to be walking around yet.”

“You think you’re the only one who was feeling cooped up in that place?” the troll laughed, shaking her head. She hobbled along a few steps before stumbling aside, being quickly caught by Lelu who helped keep her upright. “Heh, still getting used to this thing. Thanks, dearie.”

“You’re not supposed to be out of bed like this,” Lelu lectured, helping the troll walk towards the main gate. “What were you thinking coming out here all alone?”

“You of all people must know how it feels being confined inside that place,” Ranella scoffed, waving it off. “I may have lost a leg, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to just sit still all day. I’ve spent my whole life traveling across Eden, like hell I’m going to let this little inconvenience slow me down. You can quote me on that, dearie.”

“Losing your leg is a small inconvenience?” Lelu questioned with a raised eyebrow. “I shudder to think what you would consider to be a big one.”

“Oh don’t act like you’re any different,” the troll chuckled. “You centaurs hate standing still too, I know you do. We’re both the same, we need to be out here, with the wind in our hair and the sun on our skin.”

“Be that as it may, you mustn’t push yourself like this,” Lelu worried. “You still need time to heal. You’re lucky that was all they took after that nasty infection spread so much rot across your leg.”

“I don’t know what surprises me more,” the troll mused. “The fact that I managed to survive that blasted poison, or that a centaur is so concerned about me.”

“We’re both the same, like you said,” Lelu replied, with the troll glancing to her curiously. “Eden’s taken a lot from both of us. Helping each other stand up just seems like the right thing to do.”

“Don’t you fear me, dearie?” the troll asked, with Lelu stopping and looking to her with a solemn expression. “Or hate me? I heard what happened to Ruhelia. I know what happened to your people. And I know my race played a part in it. What possesses you of all people here to worry about a beaten-down troll like me?”

“I don’t hate you, Ranella,” Lelu said, shaking her head. “You didn’t hurt me or my people. You had nothing to do with it. If anything, I feel sorry for you. Losing a leg would be nothing less than a nightmare for any centaur. It’s not something I would wish upon anyone.”

“Oh, so you pity me, do you?” the troll smirked. “Well, don’t go crying for me anytime soon. I’m tougher than I look, and this little bump in the road in my travels isn’t going to slow me down. As soon as they give me the okay to leave this place, I’m as good as gone.”

“Perhaps,” Lelu agreed, taking a moment to hold the troll upright as she stumbled and fell against the centaur. “But until then, you really should listen to the caregivers and take it easy while you’re here. If you keep pushing yourself too hard like this, you’re only going to make things worse for yourself.”

“Bah! You sound just like those know-it-all doctors in there,” the troll scoffed as she limped alongside the centaur. “I’m perfectly capable of walking around out here like this on my own. I’m doing just fine.”

“Oh, I believe you, Ranella,” Lelu said with a small smile. “I believe you.”

As she guided the troll around to the front entrance of the monastery and the open gates, a few harpies and cloaked watchers were seen coming out to greet them.

“Ms. Ranella,” a harpy huffed with a light stomp of her foot. “How many times must we tell you to stay in bed? You’re not ready to be walking around like this.”

“Save your breath,” the troll laughed, shaking her head. “This young dear already gave me the whole speech. I just wanted to get some fresh air and move around, that’s all. I’m fine, so quit your fussing.”

“You are not fine, not fine at all,” the harpy worried as she and another scurried over to the troll. They took her from Lelu and helped escort her into the monastery, with the troll looking back to Lelu and waving with a smile before arguing with the harpies who continued to scold her. Lelu giggled and waved back before she saw a harpy and two watchers staring at her, with the harpy showing a curious smile while the faces of the others were completely enshrouded by their hoods.

“Thank you for helping escort her, Lelu,” the harpy said. “That was very kind of you.”

“It was no trouble,” Lelu reasoned with a shrug. “She just needed a little help getting back.”

“I’m glad to see you’re growing more comfortable being around the residents,” the harpy commended as they all entered the compound. “I know coming here was scary for you at first, but it seems you’re overcoming your fears of the other monsters we have here.”

“It’s still a little… difficult at times,” Lelu admitted, rubbing the back of her neck with a weak smile. “But I am growing more relaxed being here with each passing day. And the residents aren’t as scary as I thought they would be. Ranella isn’t a bad monster, she isn’t like the trolls that attacked my kingdom. I’m glad I got to know her better, and I’m trying to get to know the other residents better too. It’s just… taking a little time to do so is all.”

“Take all the time you wish, dear,” the harpy said with a warm smile. “I’m happy you’re able to rest easy here, and even more so knowing you’re able to make new friends as well.”

“How was your run today?” a hooded watcher softly asked.

“I enjoyed it very much,” Lelu said, glancing back to seeing the gates closing behind them. “I’m sorry to trouble you with opening and closing the main entrance for me like this. I don’t mean to be a bother for you all.”

“It’s no trouble at all, dear,” the harpy assured, waving it off. “We know how much centaurs love to run. Besides, we can’t have you galloping around through the courts in such a hurry anyway, some poor dear might get trampled after all.”

“Our sisters will always keep watch over you from the walls,” a watcher mentioned, pointing up. “So long as you stay close to this sanctuary, we will make sure you are able to run about freely, and safely.”

“Thank you very much for your generous hospitality,” Lelu gratefully said. “I really do appreciate it.”

“It is our pleasure,” the watcher replied, bowing a little. Lelu looked at her curiously as the woman stood upright, the girl then tilting her head and stepping closer while lowering herself to better see under the mysterious woman’s hood.

“Is something wrong?” the woman asked.

“No, I was just curious,” Lelu said with a weak smile as she stepped back. “Sorry, it’s just… I don’t think I’ve ever caught a glimpse of what you women look like under your hoods. I’ve seen you patrolling this sanctuary every day, yet I never see you take those hoods off.”

“I see,” the woman replied. She slowly reached up and lowered her cowl, with Lelu watching in wonder as the monstergirl revealed herself in the sunlight. She had enlarged ears similar to that of elves, while her bald head had two protruding scaly horns atop it. She wore a golden lace headdress with an azure gemstone atop it, her eyes being cerulean and peaceful as they observed the young centaur before her.

“Wow,” Lelu said before showing a smile. “So that’s what you look like. That’s a really pretty headdress you have.”

“Thank you, child,” the woman calmly replied. “Does this satisfy your curiosity?”

“Yes. Thank you for showing me. And, your kind are known as ‘watchers’, right? How come you’re called that?”

“Because our kind have been watching over this world for a long time,” the watcher answered as she put her hood back on over her head, hiding her face once again. “It is a name we have been given for that exact reason, a name that we do not mind being recognized as.”

“I see. Well, thank you, for watching over me while I’m here,” Lelu said with a polite bow.

“It is our pleasure, child. Think nothing of it.”

Lelu nodded at them before looking over her shoulder, her tail now swaying more as she showed an eager smile.

“Well then. If you’ll excuse me, ladies. I’m going to go see what my Max is up to. Have any of you by chance seen him recently?”

“I believe he’s in the western court,” the harpy said, pointing in that direction with her wing.

“Thank you,” Lelu said before quickly racing off with a hasty gallop.

“Please don’t run so quickly inside the compound,” the harpy called out, not being heard as Lelu made a mad dash across the piazza before vanishing as she rounded the corner of a building. The harpy sighed before shaking her head with an amused smile.

“I swear, she never runs as fast as she does going to see that boy of hers.”

Lelu ran through a few outdoor walkways in the shade of their awnings, passing by a few harpies and a gremlin who had bandages around her chest and arms, narrowly missing another harpy who quickly fluttered off to the side to avoid the stampeding girl, and then failed to miss an arachne who was skittering down the walkway while reading a book. With a hard impact the two girls were sent tumbling along the path with loud screams, their worlds spinning around wildly before slamming to a halt as they crashed into a stone wall. Passing harpies and residents stopped to stare at the sight, seeing Lelu slumped against a young arachne who was sprawled against the wall with her legs twitching all around them.

“Ow, my head,” Lelu whined, sitting up and rubbing her head.

“Ow, my everything,” Bermuda groaned as she collapsed next to the centaur. Shaking her head, she then stumbled back onto her eight legs, taking a moment to catch her balance and collect her senses before she scowled at the nervously smiling centaur.

“How did I know it was you?” Bermuda dryly said, setting her hands at her hips. “What are you doing running through here like that, Lelu? You can’t just go sprinting through this place like a bat out of hell, you could run into someone and seriously hurt them. Case in point, you just ran into me!”

“I’m sorry, Bermuda, I really am,” Lelu said, snatching up the arachne’s book and quickly handing it to her. “I was just going to see Max. I heard he was in the western courtyard and I didn’t want to keep him waiting.”

“Is he expecting you for something?” Bermuda questioned.

“No, but I still don’t want to keep him waiting… in case he was expecting me for anything,” Lelu said with a coy smile. With a short giggle the centaur then raced off again at high speed along the walkway, with a few goblins in white dresses along with another harpy quickly dodging to the side to avoid her. Bermuda slowly shook her head at the girl before showing a small smile as she skittered after her.

Running through a building inside the compound, Lelu’s hooves could be heard clacking while women were heard yelping and shouting in surprise, with the centaur then bolting out of another entryway and through a small garden where harpies were tending to the flowers. Passing through the small court with the caretakers watching her curiously, the centaur made her way across the monastery to another large open courtyard outside, the girl quickly coming to a halt at the edge of the quad as she found the one who her heart started beating more steadily for upon seeing.

With a swift strike, an axe chopped a piece of lumber into two pieces atop a wooden block. Picking up the pieces, Max tossed them over onto a growing pile nearby before wiping his forehead, the boy smiling proudly at his work. Having only his shoes and pants on, the boy showed his moderate build for his age while he placed another piece of wood on the block and got ready to chop it. Winding back with the axe, he again struck the lumber into two pieces with a single strike, adding more firewood to his growing pile that someone was smiling amusedly at.

“Something tells me you’ve done this before, kid,” a troll commented while standing nearby, the woman having her arms crossed and watching as Max continued to chop more firewood without pause.

“Something like that,” Max chuckled with a shrug. “I had to do this back home all the time. It’s not so hard really, I’m used to doing chores like this.”

“I can tell,” the troll laughed, seeing the large pile of firewood the boy had stacked up. “Not bad. Not bad at all.”

Striking another log into two pieces, Max tossed them onto the pile before doing so again, and again, and again. The troll watched him with a raised eyebrow, the woman glancing to the growing pile he was making then back to him as he didn’t seem to be growing tired despite having been doing this for a while.

“I have to say, you’re certainly stronger than you look, kid.”

“Thanks,” Max said with a modest smile. “But I’m nothing special. This is just normal work for me.”

“Don’t cut yourself so short,” the troll said, shaking her head. “Everyone here can see you’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Take a look for yourself,” the troll replied, with Max finishing chopping another log into two before halting suddenly. He slowly looked around to see a large crowd of monsters surrounding the courtyard, all staring at him in silence. Harpies, watchers, and other residents of the refuge were watching him with silent looks of wonder. Even Lelu was staring at him with a noticeable blush on her cheeks, the girl’s eyes constantly moving over his body while her hind legs fidgeted a bit. And beside her Bermuda was seen, all eight of her eyes focused on Max while she too appeared to be entranced by what she was seeing. The arachne’s book slowly slipped out of her hand and dropped to the ground, something she failed to notice as she remained perfectly still while staring at the boy.

“Um… why is everyone… looking at me?” Max asked. “Is something wrong?”

“You know we’re monsters, right?” the troll quizzed, getting a curious look from him. “Can you blame them for noticing a young man showing off in front of all of us?”

“What do you mean? I’m not a man yet, and I’m not showing off,” Max said, confused. “I’m not strong or anything like that.”

“You seem plenty strong to me,” the troll said, glancing to the pile of firewood. “They seem to think so too. Don’t worry, it’s against the rules here for us to… well, act like monsters with you in this place. But a word of caution. Outside these walls, should you flaunt yourself like you are now, monsters will be monsters with you. I’m sure you know what I mean by that.”

Max stared at her with wide eyes before looking around quickly, seeing all the monsters in the courtyard watching him closely while remaining silent. He noticed the harpies and gremlins in the crowd slowly eyeing him over, a few goblins were twitching more than usual, and a lycan was shaking a little with her tail swaying quickly behind her. Lelu appeared completely captivated and ready to charge forward at any moment as she was blushing brightly while gazing deeply at him. And Bermuda was slowly holding a hand to her cheek as she appeared amazed at seeing this side of him.

“But… but…” he nervously said. “I’m not… I’m not that…”

“You’re man enough in the eyes of everyone here,” the troll smirked. “You’ve been showing everyone how much stamina and strength you possess, even for being young as you are. Seeing something like that is sure to grab the attention of monsters. Heck, you’re practically teasing them right now.”

“Oh… crap,” Max breathed out before gulping.

“Haha! Don’t worry,” the troll assured, walking by and patting him on the shoulder. She took the axe from him as she grabbed another log lying nearby in a small pile. “Like I said, you’re safe here. This is hallowed ground, remember? We all abide by the rules of this place, no matter how horny we might get. We can look all we want, but we can’t touch. And we won’t. So don’t go throwing away the manly image you’ve built for yourself by crying or running away to hide, okay? We know how to control ourselves. Besides, if anyone here was going to do anything with you, they would have already tried by now. And had they tried, they would have failed.”

“How do you know that?” Max asked.

“Because we would have stopped her,” the troll said, striking the log into two with a heavy swing. “This is a sanctuary for us too, you know. And one of the very few we have in Eden. We’re not going to let some horny bitch ruin that for all of us just because she couldn’t control herself. Never mind what the headmaster might do to that troublemaker, the rest of us wouldn’t take too kindly to having this place taken from us.”

“Yeah. I guess that makes sense,” Max said with a small, forced laugh. Shaking his head he then looked at the troll curiously as she was merely watching him with a calm smile. “Um… anyway, do you need any more help with this? I can still keep going if you want, I’m not tired yet.”

“You’ve already done more than enough,” the troll laughed, glancing to the pile of firewood before smirking at him. “Let me finish up here, it is my job after all. I appreciate the help, really, but I can handle the rest.”

“Okay. If you need help with anything else, let me know,” Max said, grabbing a nearby cloth to wipe the sweat off himself.

“Aren’t you a guest here? You don’t need to take on any chores around this place, you do know that, right?” the troll asked as she grabbed another log.

“I know, but I still want to help if I can,” Max reasoned with a shrug. “I feel kind of… useless if I’m just sitting around all day doing nothing.”

“Tell you what,” the troll said with a chuckle. “Why don’t you put your shirt back on so you can stop teasing everyone else and let them get back to their duties, and then how about you go over there and try to calm your friends down.”

Max blinked before looking over to see Lelu smiling bashfully at him and waving with a small giggle while Bermuda was smiling awkwardly and shakily doing the same.

“Go on, get,” the troll laughed, pushing Max back with the axe’s handle. “Children are supposed to want to play all day, not do chores. Take your friends and go for a walk or something, they’re obviously waiting for you. What are you waiting for, get a move on.”

“Okay, okay,” Max conceded, raising his hands defensively. The troll winked at him before she resumed chopping wood, with Max picking up his shirt and slipping it back on. As he did, he watched the crowd of monsters start to realize he was done performing for them, with the caregivers appearing to snap back to their senses as they hastily ushered the residents off in all directions.

“Max!” Lelu cheered with a wave. She quickly raced towards him while Bermuda slowly skittered after her, the arachne staring at Max in wonder still as he was swooped up into the arms of Lelu and swung around joyously while his face was lodged deep in her bosom. Coming to a halt, Bermuda showed a slightly saddened smile as she watched Lelu praising Max nonstop in her blissful tirade, eventually setting the boy back down on his feet and allowing him to pull back for a big gasp of air. Lelu continued hopping on her hooves excitedly as Max caught his breath, with him taking a moment to regain his senses before smiling amusedly at the girl. After a few more hops Lelu slowly settled down, showing a timid smile as she lowered her head and watched him with loving eyes. Max held in his chuckle from the girl’s overzealous greeting that he was slowly starting to get used to, a small blush forming on his cheeks as he fell quiet just as the centaur did. Waiting for a few short moments, Lelu showed a playful pout as she leaned closer to him while kneeling slightly, the girl batting her eyelashes and gently swaying her breasts before the blushing boy.

Bermuda remained silent as she continued observing the two, knowing what was coming next. Sure enough, Max slowly held Lelu’s cheek and, having to stand up on his toes, gave her a quick and gentle kiss on the lips. The centaur blushed even more as she appeared to melt from the gesture, the girl shakily saying something to him as she held her cheeks in a bashful manner. Max rubbed the back of his neck while saying something back, the awkward smile he had showing he was trying to force a calm, collected appearance and failing horribly at it.

“I suppose I should have seen it coming,” Bermuda quietly said to herself with a sigh. “But still… I didn’t think I would be so sad over it.”

Shaking her head she forced a calm smile as she skittered over to them, with Max noticing and then smiling at her while Lelu rushed up and hugged him with a swiftly waving tail.

“Um, hello, Bermuda,” Max said, laughing a bit as Lelu affectionately held him close with her breasts pressing against the side of his head.

“Hello, Max,” the arachne greeted. “Working hard I see. Although I’m not sure why. You know you don’t have to do such things while you’re staying here, you’re a guest after all.”

“It’s no trouble, really. I just wanted to help out. Besides, it’s been a while since I handled an axe. I don’t want to get rusty.”

“It doesn’t look like you are,” Bermuda smirked, eyeing over the pile of firewood. “That’s a pretty big stack of wood you’ve been chopping. Did you do all that yourself?”

“Yeah, but it was nothing. Really, it’s no big deal.”

“Don’t be so modest, boyfriend,” Lelu giggled, smiling lovingly at him. “You’ve always been such a hard worker. I remember you chopped an entire mountain of firewood when we first met, you really are so strong and dedicated to your work.”

“It wasn’t that much,” Max laughed, shaking his head with a flustered smile. “Stop trying to embarrass me, Lelu.”

“Max…” Lelu whined with a cute pout. Max shook his head slightly with an amused smirk as she watched him with anxious eyes, the centaur grumbling before showing him a pleading look while batting her eyelashes again. He slowly nodded while brushing aside a few strands of hair that fell in front of her face.

“Okay, okay. Girlfriend,” he said, something that caused them both to feel their faces warming up from hearing.

“Oh, Max,” she said while nearly swooning on the spot. “I love you. I love you so much.”

“I… I… uh…” Max shakily replied with a shy smile. Before he could say anything further, Lelu squealed in delight before swooping him up into her arms. The centaur hugged him close and giggled excitedly, with Max trying to hold her back as he laughed and avoided having his head swallowed up by her bouncing breasts. Bermuda slowly nodded with a defeated smile from the sight before quickly shaking it off.

“Yes, well, anyway,” she spoke up, getting their attention. “I’m glad to see you’re growing more at ease being around the residents. And thank you for pitching in with the chores around here. You’re not required to do anything of the sort, but we do appreciate the help all the same.”

“Of course, Bermuda,” Max agreed with a nod. “Happy to help. And the residents here aren’t that scary once you give them a chance. It’s actually been kind of nice getting to know some of them. Sorry it took me so long to work up the courage to do it.”

“No apologies needed, Max,” Bermuda assured, holding up a hand. “You were understandably cautious of monsters, what human isn’t? I knew you would grow more comfortable being around them over time. I’m sure when father returns he’ll be happy to hear of it as well.”

“He still hasn’t come back?” Max asked worriedly, both him and Lelu showing concerned looks now.

“No,” Bermuda said, looking down with a troubled frown. “He’s still out searching for Vale. She hasn’t returned or sent word to us yet. I’m starting to fear the worst.”

“I’m sure she’s fine, Bermuda,” Max said. “She’s a tough little pixie. I mean, we saw how tough she is when you two rescued us from those monsters. That knife of hers packs a big punch. She can handle herself. She’ll probably be back any day now.”

“I hope so,” Bermuda softly sighed.

“Your father can find her if she doesn’t come back on her own, can’t he?” Lelu asked.

“If anyone could, it would be him. He can’t travel as fast and as far as Vale does with her magic, the way she traverses Eden is… rather strange, but extremely effective. Father does know some teleportation magic though, he can move around the region well enough in his search for her.”

“She was going to check out the forest of Green Haven for Grace before she vanished,” Max recalled. “I hope she didn’t run into trouble with the monsters that invaded the place.”

“Oh, yes,” Bermuda remembered, turning to Max in question. “Speaking of Grace, she was looking for you earlier. Presumably to help with her archery again. She wanted me to tell you to meet her in the usual place as soon as you can.”

“Tell her my boyfriend is done being her servant,” Lelu firmly asserted, grabbing and holding Max close to her side. “She can pick up her own arrows from now on.”

“You can tell her that, I’m not getting involved in whatever is going on with you three,” Bermuda said, raising her hands up.

“There’s nothing going on between us!” Lelu barked back. “There’s only me and Max, and not her!”

“Lelu, calm down,” Max gently insisted, pulling free from her tight grip. “It’s okay. I promised I would help her train, I’m going to make good on that promise. Besides, I don’t mind helping her.”

“Well I do mind,” Lelu asserted with a huff. “I hate it when you run off with her, Max. It always rubs my fur the wrong way thinking how she treats you.”

“I’m not running off with her. I’m just going over to the eastern courtyard to help her with her archery, that’s it. And it’s working, too. She has been getting better, she’s finally starting to improve and make her shots count more often.”

“She treats you like crap, Max,” Lelu argued. “She always has. Except for that one instance where she tried to kiss you!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Max exclaimed, holding up his hands defensively while seeing the centaur fuming with anger before him. “We never kissed, Lelu, I swear! Please calm down, there’s nothing to get upset over! I promise!”

Lelu thrashed her arms in a hopping fit while Max tried pleading for her to calm down, all while Bermuda was watching Max with a slight smile on her face.

“I could have sworn she tried kissing you too, Max,” the arachne chimed in, getting a nervous ramble of nonsensical babble out of Max while Lelu shook about even more furiously with loud snarling.

“What are you talking about? She never did anything like that, we never kissed, okay?” Max cried out.

“Well, maybe not,” Bermuda agreed with a shrug. “I may have had dust in my eyes after magic practice with father that day. Perhaps I was merely seeing things. But I do remember Arial giving you a kiss.”

“That doesn’t count, she fell on top of me!” Max argued. “I never wanted to kiss her, she just collapsed on me after suffering heatstroke!”

“I’m not worried about that snow girl kissing my Max,” Lelu snapped at Bermuda. “She’s been hiding in her room ever since she came here, and if she does come near my Max again I’ll light a torch and turn her into a goddamn puddle. But like hell I’m letting that insufferable tree whore mistreat my boyfriend anymore. And if I ever catch her trying to kiss him again, I’ll stomp what little brains she has out of her stupid skull with my own front hooves!”

She growled loudly while quickly trotting in place before she again swooped Max up into her arms, lodging his face deep in her breasts as she shook about anxiously.

“I’ll never let anyone hurt or kiss my boyfriend, never never never!”

While she continued her flustered tirade and Max’s muffled requests to be released from her oxygen-depriving bosom went unheeded, Bermuda slowly nodded as she watched the familiar sight while trying to show an empathetic smile at them.

‘Maybe I should have tried kissing him when I had the chance. If only I knew how much I would regret not doing so.’

*****

“Okay, seriously,” Grace said with a dull grimace. “I know you claim to be his girlfriend and all, but isn’t this taking it a little too far?”

“I am his girlfriend!” Lelu shouted back, holding Max close to her side like a teddy bear. The boy was squirming in her iron tight grip with a weak smile and kicking legs while Lelu stood before Grace with a stern glare aimed at the elf. Further behind them under the walkway awning, Bermuda watched the heated standoff with a curious eye, seeing the three youngsters standing in the middle of a courtyard with arrows littering the entire quad. Near one of the walls was a circular wooden target that had a few of the elf’s arrows lodged in it, while many more remained in her extra-large quiver that rested on the ground beside Grace. The elf slowly shook her head while tapping her bow against her thigh, her piercing eyes staring back at Lelu’s while her mouth flinched in her scowl.

“We only came here to tell you one thing,” Lelu asserted. “Max is done being your servant. You can practice shooting your stupid arrows alone from now on, he’s not going to be wasting any more time hanging around a bothersome little tree urchin like you.”

“First off, fuck you,” Grace snapped. “Second, I saved his life, he owes me. He’s going to be my servant until that debt is paid, and like fucking hell it’s paid off yet. Third, why are you desperately carrying him around like that? Afraid if you don’t hold onto him he’ll run away from you like the crazy cow you are? You’re pathetic, you know that? Now let go of him already, we’ve got work to do here!”

“Do you have mud in your ears? I just said he’s not doing anything of the sort with a harlot like you!”

“Who the fuck are you calling a harlot, you fat cow?” Grace shouted back.

“I’m not fat, you insufferable little bitch!” Lelu retorted, hopping up and down with Max flopping about at her side. “And you’re the lustful demon that tried kissing my Max! I saw you, you can’t deny it!”

“I never did anything of the sort, you fucking lunatic!” Grace snapped in a fluster. “Now put him down, he promised to help me train again today!”

“I will not hand him over to a wretched devil like you! Never never never never!”

“Do I get a say in this?” Max spoke up.

“Why would you assume that?” Bermuda dryly quipped.

“We’re done here. Goodbye,” Lelu sternly said before turning around.

“God fucking dammit, let go of him right now!” Grace yelled, dropping her bow and rushing over to them. She grabbed Max and tried pulling him free while Lelu yanked back with a frustrated cry, all while Bermuda slowly shook her head at the sight.

“I don’t think either of them are the right match for him,” the arachne plainly said to herself. “But what do I know?”

“Get your filthy hands off my boyfriend!” Lelu shouted out.

“Let go of my servant, you fucking bovine!” Grace snapped back.

“He doesn’t want to help you, take the hint already!”

“Shows what you know! He likes helping me train with my archery, I know he does!”

“And how in Eden would you know of something like that?”

“Because I felt him get a hard-on during it!”

Everyone froze in place as a sudden pause befell the area. Lelu was staring at Grace in shock while Max was doing do with equally wide eyes. Under the awning Bermuda was rendered silent while showing a bewildered expression. The elf glanced around to see everyone staring at her, with all eyes then slowly turning to Max as he quietly gulped.

“Wha… what did you just say?” Lelu fearfully asked. “You… felt… him… what?”

Grace held in her frustrated growl before yanking Max away from the stunned centaur, the elf holding him close at her side while smiling arrogantly at Lelu.

“You heard me. He’s been helping me get better with my archery using a renowned monster hunter technique his sister used with her training.”

“Wh… what?” Lelu exclaimed, grabbing her cheeks. “What are you talking about? His sister?”

“Renowned monster hunter technique?” Bermuda repeated in confusion. “That involves… Max getting hard? What the hell kind of training do monster hunters go through anyway?”

“It was Max’s idea, he suggested it in the first place,” Grace added, pointing to the boy that jumped in shock before frantically shaking his head and stammering something that hardly passed for words.

“He… what?” Lelu asked, trembling in both anger and disbelief. “Max? What is she talking about? Explain. Explain this instant!”

“It’s rather simple really,” Grace boasted. “His sister used to whip herself for every shot she missed during her practice, using the pain and humiliation of doing so as motivation to make every arrow she fired count no matter what.”

Lelu stared at Max in bewilderment as he continued trying and failing to explain himself.

“Since that worked for her, Max suggested I try something like that as well,” Grace went on. “And it worked. Using that technique to focus on making every shot hit its mark paid off, I’m a much better aim with my arrows now thanks to that method.”

“Wait, wait, wait a moment,” Bermuda called out, skittering closer and holding her hands up. “Hold on here. Are you saying that you… you’ve been whipping yourself every time you missed with your arrows? And that… excited Max?”

“Max…” Lelu breathed out in disbelief, having a hand shakily held over her mouth. “Is this true?”

“No, that’s not it all!” Max cried out. “Just hold on a moment, let me explain!”

“Of course I didn’t whip myself,” Grace scoffed. Everyone looked to her as she glanced away with a smug smile and a soft blush forming. “For every arrow that missed the target, I got a spanking from Max.”

“WHAT?” Lelu cried out, grabbing her hair.

“You… got a… spanking from him?” Bermuda shakily repeated.

“That’s right,” Grace said, turning to Max with a knowing grin. “He took me to that bench over there and let me have it over his lap. And, he might try and deny he enjoyed doing so, but the last time he did it I felt his little sword getting bigger underneath my belly. He was loving what he was doing to me. Weren’t you, Max?”

Max turned bright red and froze in place, with all the girls turning to him as silence filled the quad. After a moment to regain his voice, he again tried speaking while Lelu was staring at him in horror and rage.

“Wait, it’s not what it sounds like, honest,” Max pleaded.

“Then what is it, Max?” Lelu growled. “What is the truth? Tell me!”

“I just… I just wanted to help her practice, that’s all! And I did tell her the story about how my sister Mae practiced with her archery, but I never wanted to do anything like that with Grace in the first place! That was all her idea, she wanted to do it that way, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer!”

“Don’t try to lie to us,” Grace snootily retorted. “You’ve called me cute and you spanked my butt multiple times now. That and you did get hard doing such a perverted thing to me, I felt it clear as day. You liked doing it to me, just admit it already.”

“Wait, that’s not true!” Max desperately cried out. “My body reacted on its own, honest! I never thought about- I mean I never wanted- I wasn’t trying to- please, you have to believe me!”

“That’s how Grace has been training with her archery?” Bermuda carefully questioned. “You’ve been spanking her every time she misses so as to encourage her to do better?”

“I… but… I mean… kind of?” Max nervously answered.

“More like absolutely,” Grace smugly said to Lelu. “He’s been touching my ass all this time and loving it. Has he ever done that once to you? No? I thought not. Why would he, when you’re just some crazy cow who forced him to be your boyfriend. If he really does want anyone around here, it’s obviously me.”

“Wait a moment, you’re the one that forced me into doing that with you!” Max exclaimed at her.

“I didn’t hear a no,” Grace slyly quipped.

“I tried to tell you no, but you wouldn’t listen!”

“All I heard was the sound of your hand slapping my butt,” Grace remarked with a coy smile. “You kept going and going with giving me my punishment. You sure didn’t seem to want to stop yourself then.”

“But that’s- and you- I wasn’t- and I only- but- but- but!” Max stammered out, shaking his head.

They both then noticed Lelu having her head lowered and growling furiously, the young centaur trembling in anger as she clenched her fists and struggled to repress her rising screams.

“You…” she snarled, glancing up to Grace with a furious glare. “You made my Max… touch your butt? Multiple TIMES? You goddamned… lecherous… slut! How dare you force my Max to degrade himself by touching you like that!”

“Lelu?” Max nervously said. “Wait, it’s not what it sounds like. Really. I only wanted to help her practice with her archery, that’s all, and… it got out of hand. I know, and I’m sorry. But I wasn’t going to keep going along with it anymore. I was going to tell her it needed to stop. I promise. Please calm down.”

“She’s not calming down,” Bermuda pointed out, stepping back.

“I’m not mad at you, Max,” Lelu raged through gritted teeth. “I understand she bullied you into doing it. That’s all she ever does to you, harass and push you around, thinking she can just get away with it. Well not this time. You and I, Max, we’ll talk this through later. We’ll get past it. I know we will. Nothing can keep us apart, not even the venom from this demonic snake. But you, Grace. You…”

She shook her head furiously before winding back on her hind legs, a look of pure rage seen on her face as she screamed with all her might.

“I’m going to kill you!”

Charging forward with a feral roar, she sprinted at Grace who promptly pushed Max aside and took off running. Max watched as the centaur raced by while chasing Grace around the quad, the two then running off into the compound while harpies and watchers up on the ramparts were observing them curiously.

“Oh no,” Max groaned. “What have I done? This wasn’t supposed to turn into such a mess.”

“What are you waiting for?” Bermuda asked him. “Lelu is your girlfriend now, right? Well then as her boyfriend it’s your job to get her to stop running wild like a bull. Get going and try to calm her down before she hurts someone. This is hallowed ground, remember? There is to be no blood spilling here, not even Grace’s.”

“Right. I’ll take care of it. Sorry,” Max said before running after the girls. Bermuda watched him go before sighing to herself.

“As if being jealous of Lelu wasn’t enough, now I’m actually jealous of Grace too.”

“Get back here so I can stomp you into the dirt!” Lelu yelled, waving her arms in a fit while relentlessly chasing the elf.

“You’re fucking crazy, you know that?” Grace barked back, the two girls running through the walkways with harpies, trolls, a gremlin, and a naga promptly dodging aside, narrowly missing the two children that raced through the area.

“I’m going to kill you for what you did to my boyfriend!” Lelu roared.

“You’re not his girlfriend, you’re just a pest that wore him down into reluctantly calling you such a thing only to get you to shut up!” Grace shot back.

“How dare you say that, you wretched tree sprite!”

“It’s true! The only reason he agreed to it was because you wouldn’t stop hounding him every waking moment, begging like a pathetic bitch to be his girlfriend! Like he had any other choice but to say yes to get you to stop shoving his whole head into those bulbous sacks of fat you have on your chest!”

“Shut your filthy mouth, you perverted temptress!” Lelu yelled, chasing the girl around the main building while monsters all around watched them in bewildered silence. Grace ran around a corner then down a lowering ramp towards a basement level alongside the compound, with Lelu skidding around the same corner on all four hooves before charging after the elf with fire in her eyes.

“He never wanted to be with a cow like you!” Grace screamed with a few tears in her eyes. “The only reason he calls you his girlfriend now is to get you to stop bothering him!”

“GRACE!” Lelu yelled, with the elf quickly looking back to see the centaur rapidly gaining on her. Grace stumbled in her run as they reached the lower level and continued down a darkened corridor that had a few lanterns lit along the way, the girl looking over her shoulder to see Lelu nearly upon her before realizing she was about to run right into a door at the end of the tunnel.

Which she promptly did, followed by Lelu crashing into her, causing the door to slam open with the two girls tumbling into the room together with loud screaming. The elf and centaur then slid across a frozen floor before crashing into something hard, both of them groaning in a daze as they lay together on the icy ground.

“Ow,” Grace whined, holding her head. “What the fuck? Why is there ice in here?”

“I’m going to kill you,” Lelu whimpered, slowly sitting up while holding a hand over her nose. Shaking her head she then tackled Grace, choking the girl with both hands as she screamed and shook the stunned elf under her.

“You godforsaken hellspawn!” Lelu cried out. “How dare you try to take my Max from me! I’ll never allow it, I’ll never allow you to take him away, you goddamn harlot!”

“He’s not… yours!” Grace roared, punching Lelu in the face. The centaur staggered aside before Grace scrambled away, the girl slipping and sliding on the frozen floor before Lelu grabbed her foot and tried pulling her back.

“Yes he is!” Lelu shrieked. “He’s my boyfriend and I love him more than anything! He’s everything to me! I’m never going to let you or any other monster take him away from me, never, do you hear me?”

“You’re the only monster here!” Grace shouted back, kicking free from the centaur’s grip. “You’re just like those fucking harpies! They snatch men in their claws and fly them away to be with, and if the man doesn’t go along with it they’re dropped to their death! You’re no better than they are, you fucking cow!”

“What are you talking about?” Lelu demanded in a fluster.

“You cornered Max and badgered him relentlessly to be your boyfriend, you dug your fucking talons into him and refused to let go! If he had said no to you then you would have thrown the biggest tantrum in all of Eden, you would have lost your shit completely! He only said yes to the whole thing in fear you would kill yourself if he hadn’t! He never chose to be yours, you stole him!”

“I did not steal him!” Lelu argued.

“Yes you did, you fucking stole him from me!” Grace shouted back desperately. She then gasped as silence filled the room, with Lelu staring at her with wide eyes as the elf fell quiet while freezing in place.

“What… did you just say?” Lelu breathed out.

“What in g-g-g-god’s n-n-name do y-y-you th-th-think you two are d-d-d-doing?” a voice cried out in disbelief. The two girls looked over to see Syliandanchevas standing in the open entryway, the fey staring at them in shock while shakily holding a hand over her mouth. Behind her were Max and Bermuda, also staring in surprise at the two girls in the room. Stepping into the chamber, the three watched as Lelu and Grace glanced to each other then back to them while failing to speak. Syliandanchevas shook her head slowly before noticing something behind the girls, with Lelu and Grace slowly looking back towards what they had crashed into earlier.

It was then they realized where they were. They were inside a bedroom that was underneath the main building, having no windows obviously with only a lantern hung on the wall to provide any light. The rest of the interior was both familiar and drastically unfamiliar compared to the other rooms that were in the sanctuary. It had a dresser with a mirror on it, a wardrobe closet, a small table with two chairs next to it, another wooden closet built against the wall, and a bed set in the middle against the far wall.

What was different than their rooms, however, was that everything was covered in a sheet of ice and ridged snow. The air was extremely chilly, with the lantern’s flame flickering as it did its best to persist with its life against the freezing air that surrounded its casing. And atop the bed which was covered in snow, was what looked to be a large egg of ice and sleet with icicles protruding around it from the bottom. Inside the egg a soft azure glow was faintly pulsating, a deathly chill emanating from it as it gave off a dreadfully cold aura all on its own.

“What the…” Lelu softly said, slowly stumbling back onto her feet. Next to her Grace did the same, the two girls staring at the ominous looking snow egg before turning to the others in nervous silence.

“Before we get into… everything you two were just talking about,” Bermuda spoke up. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you girls are now in?”

“W-W-W-What have y-y-you d-d-d-done?” Syliandanchevas shakily asked with a nervous stutter. “Wha… but… and… wh-wh-why… why?”

“Um… we can explain,” Grace said with a slight cringe.

“You two just ran through Shadow’s Refuge screaming at the top of your lungs,” Bermuda hissed at them. “Not only have you woken many of our residents who were trying to sleep, you nearly trampled over many more while running through the place like wild horses. Just wait until my father gets back and hears about this. You two are in so much trouble.”

“But it’s all her fault,” Lelu whined, pointing to Grace. “She started the whole mess when she-”

“Enough,” Syliandanchevas sternly hushed. She took a shaky breath before showing a flustered grimace while setting her hands at her hips. “That’s enough, both of you. Get out of here right now, you can’t be here like this. You can’t disturb her while she’s resting.”

“Her?” Grace repeated.

With a sharp crack, the egg split open, followed by another loud crackle as a wing of frozen feathers ripped upward through the icy shell. Everyone turned to see another wing breaking through and extending outward, with the shell cracking apart all over while a few icicles broke off and shattered on the floor below.

“She was resting in here after she collapsed,” Syliandanchevas warned, with Lelu and Grace slowly backing up towards them. “She was not meant to be disturbed by anyone.”

The egg shattered and fell to pieces off the bed, a billowing cloud of glittery sleet erupting outward from within as a figure slowly started to rise up inside it.

“Looks like those two woke her up as well,” Bermuda worried.

“Is that…” Lelu wondered.

“Yeah, it is,” Grace said, nodding slowly.

“Arial,” Max said, with everyone seeing the snow angel slowly standing up on the bed with her wings fluttering once behind her. Her head was lowered with closed eyes, her hands resting down at her sides, and wisps of glimmering snow were wafting from her wings.

“Is… she okay?” Max asked.

“She was unconscious and unresponsive after she collapsed that day,” Syliandanchevas explained, carefully adjusting her glasses as she observed the snow angel. “We brought her down here away from the sun to rest. A few hours after we did, we found that she was… encased in a protective layer of ice, like an egg. She must have enveloped herself in it in order to recuperate her strength.”

“So… she’s feeling better now, yes?” Bermuda carefully guessed.

Opening her eyes, Arial showed everyone her blue eyes that were cold, stoic, and held a chilling gleam in them that sent shivers down their spines. Her hands flexed once before swiftly being covered in ice that formed into large, sharp claws at her sides. The bed under her was destroyed by large frozen spikes that jettisoned outward around the snow angel’s feet, being accompanied by more ice spires erupting all over the room from the floor, walls, and ceiling.

“Holy fuck!” Grace yelled, jumping back to avoid being impaled by protruding spikes of ice, she and everyone looking around in surprise at the sight before seeing the entryway being swiftly barricaded by multiple pillars of ice and snow growing from the floor and ceiling.

“What’s going on?” Lelu fearfully asked, watching as the doorway was blocked by the ice that slammed into and dug into each other with loud crunches.

“That’s not good,” Bermuda morbidly said, gazing around at the room that was frozen and covered in sharp spikes made of ice. The lantern’s light flickered as it struggled to keep burning, providing the only light that glimmered against all the ice in the room.

“I think she’s feeling better now,” Max pointed out, with the group then noticing Arial staring at them with a dull expression on her face.

“Arial?” Syliandanchevas carefully asked. “What are you doing? Please try to control yourself, dear.”

“I will not be interrupted this time,” Arial flatly said. “I will complete my mission.”

“Mission?” Syliandanchevas questioned. “What do you mean ‘mission’? What are you talking about, Arial?”

“Please stay back, ma’am,” Arial told her. Swinging her hand upward in a sharp motion, multiple spears of ice shot out of the ground in front of the fey, arachne, and human. Max, Bermuda, and Syliandanchevas gasped as they stumbled back against the frozen wall behind them, all staring in surprise at seeing the icy spears having them caged on their side of the room, with Lelu and Grace looking back to them in shock before turning to the snow angel before them.

“What’s going on?” Lelu nervously asked. “What are you doing?”

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this bitch,” Grace cautioned.

“What is the meaning of this, Arial?” Syliandanchevas cried out, holding onto the frozen bars in front of her.

“I thought angels were merciful creatures,” Bermuda questioned. “So why does it feel like we’re trapped in a room with a demon right now?”

“Arial? What are you doing?” Max called out. “Stop this, please!”

“You won’t get away this time,” Arial scorned, her eyes now glaring at Lelu and Grace. “As it has been commanded, so shall it be.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Grace shouted, herself and Lelu backing up against the frozen bars behind them. “What is wrong with you, you fucking psycho?”

“Max. I’m scared,” Lelu whined, pressing back against the bars and holding onto his hand.

“Say your final prayers,” Arial condemned, holding her claw out towards the elf and centaur. The girls stared with wide eyes as the snow angel arched her wings back behind her while preparing to attack.

“Nobody escapes their fate. Now, die.”




Chapter 2

Angels of Mercy and Malice

In the world of Eden, there was a unique monster class known as ‘Angels’, monstergirls that appeared and acted just as the holy books had spoken of. Although they were very rare to come across, encounters with these angelic creatures often raised the question of whether they were indeed monsters themselves. Rumored to only appear when helping those in dire need, they set their race apart from other monster classes in that they seemed friendly and compassionate towards humans, almost as if they wanted to protect and care for mankind like true angels of the heavens.

Of course, it wasn’t uncommon for monsters to hide their true intentions.

*****

“What did she just say?” Lelu exclaimed, backing up against the frozen bars in fright.

With a mighty leap, Arial jumped towards them with a claw wound back to strike, the snow angel glaring at the elf and centaur who screamed in shock. The two girls quickly leapt aside in opposite directions, barely evading Arial’s claws that slashed through the air and sliced through the icicle bars. Max and Bermuda cried out as they pressed back against the wall away from the strike while Syliandanchevas yelped as she stumbled back as well, the three staring in surprise at seeing a few broken pieces of the barricade dropping to the floor while Arial quickly spun around to face Grace.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Grace cried out.

“Correcting the mistake,” Arial said, then dashed towards the elf with her claws drawn. Grace screamed as she frantically tried running away, her feet slipping on the floor before she tripped and collapsed with Arial’s frozen claws whizzing overhead. The angel then tried slashing down at her, with Grace flailing about as she rolled aside to dodge her. With each heavy slash that sliced through the frozen floor and stones beneath with powerful crunches, Grace cried out in desperation as she kept rolling while Arial continued trying to kill the elf.

“Hold still,” Arial ordered. She wound back and slashed through the ground using both claws, causing an explosion of ruptured stone and icicle spires to erupt outwards, knocking Grace away into the side of the frozen bed where she slammed into with a loud grunt.

“Grace!” Max cried out.

“Watch out!” Bermuda screamed.

“Arial, stop this at once!” Syliandanchevas ordered.

“Die,” Arial flatly said, swinging her claw at Grace who gasped and quickly pushed herself away from the bed with all her might. The elf slid across the floor and evaded the angel’s attack which promptly struck the bed and blasted it off its frozen legs across the room. Sliding along the ground, the frozen block of destroyed furniture raced towards Lelu, the centaur screaming and leaping up into the air to avoid it. The bed slid by under her, knocking out her feet from beneath her as it raced by and slammed into the wall, shattering into rubble while Lelu crashed onto the frozen floor with a painful grunt.

“She’s out of control!” Max feared.

“Alright, that does it,” Bermuda growled, holding up her hands. She began to channel swirling wisps of violet light into them before Syliandanchevas quickly grabbed the girl’s arms and yanked them down.

“Now is not the time to use your magic, Bermuda,” the fey sternly warned. “Especially with all of us trapped in close proximity to you.”

“She’s going to kill them though!” Bermuda argued. “I can control it this time, I swear I can! Let me go, I have to help them!”

“If you want to help,” Syliandanchevas said, then took off her glasses and put them in the arachne’s hands. “Hold onto these for me.”

“Wait, wha- wha- what are you doing?” Bermuda exclaimed, staring at the glasses in shock. She then looked at the fey and squeaked while quickly backing up, with Max watching them in confusion as the arachne appeared to be suddenly terrified of the fey.

“What’s going on? What’s wrong with you, Bermuda?” he asked.

The fey turned away from the boy with her face hidden in a shadow, facing towards Arial who was slashing at Grace repeatedly with her claws, with the young elf slipping and stumbling while wildly trying to run along the frozen floor. Arial’s claws decimated and tore apart the wall behind the elf as the snow angel continued trying to slash at her, narrowly missing as Grace ran around the room’s edge before tripping and sliding to a halt near the broken bed. Lelu screamed as Arial swooped by and struck towards her head, the centaur scrambling to back up before her feet slid out from under her, dropping her to the ground near Grace as the two stared at the approaching angel in fright.

“You cannot escape your fate,” Arial condemned, raising her frozen claw up.

“Wait, let’s talk about this!” Lelu pleaded, holding a hand up fearfully.

“What’s to talk about, she’s out of her goddamned mind!” Grace cried out, pressing back against the wall.

“HEY!” the fey shouted, getting everyone’s attention. The woman was holding onto the frozen bars with her head lowered slightly, hands trembling not from the cold but from her rising rage.

“I told you to stop,” she growled before leaning back and slamming her horns against the bars, cracking them with specs of frost falling around the spikes.

“What the heck?” Max breathed out. “Syliandanchevas? What’s wrong with you?”

“You’re making too much noise,” she snarled, again ramming her curled horns against the bars that cracked severely with a few broken pieces falling to the floor.

“That’s not Syliandanchevas,” Bermuda nervously corrected, with the children turning to her in question. She was staring at the fey with fright while shakily holding the glasses in both hands. “Not right now anyway.”

“I’m not going to tell you little shits again,” the fey scorned, striking the bars with such force that it caused a few to crack into glittering shards.

“What do you mean that’s not her?” Max cautiously asked.

“When I say stop… you FUCKING STOP!” the fey roared, charging through the bars. The frozen spikes flew off into pieces as the fey stomped her hooves down on the floor, cracking the ice as she trembled in her fury. Blood was dripping down from her head around her cheeks, running onto her clothes and along her arms to her hands.

“What… what’s happening?” Lelu fearfully asked. “Is she okay?”

“I’ve never heard her talk like that before,” Grace commented with a careful eye on the fey.

“Bermuda? What’s going on?” Max asked. “Why is she acting like that?”

“Because… that’s the real her,” Bermuda shakily explained. The others looked at her puzzled while Arial slowly turned to face the growling fey. “That’s how she is… without her glasses.”

“Her glasses?” Max questioned.

“They’re enchanted, to keep her other side contained,” Bermuda said. “Without them, her other side comes out.”

Everyone turned to see the fey lifting her head, revealing a murderous, cold glare aimed at Arial while she displayed a menacing scowl on her face.

“Fucking hell,” Grace breathed out with wide eyes.

“She looks… very angry,” Lelu said with a gulp.

“Whoa,” Max softly said. “That’s… the real her? But… what do you mean she’s not Syliandanchevas anymore?”

“The word ‘anchevas’ is fey for ‘anchored’, or in other translations, ‘sealed’,” Bermuda explained. “Without her glasses, she’s not her sealed self anymore. She’s her real self.”

The fey breathed heavily before letting loose an animalistic roar, her deranged eyes looking over Arial before noticing the blood dripping from her hands. Clenching her fists tightly, she then swung her hands downward, opening them wide with blood appearing to shoot off from her fingers in long spikes that pierced the ground under her. Arial watched in puzzlement as the fey snarled at her before she swung her hands back up, the strings of blood that were struck into the ground tearing apart large chunks of stone that ruptured all around her. Everyone watched in surprise as the fey sharply flicked the twisting strands of bloodied rock around her hands, the ensnared debris wrapping tightly around them before she again struck them into the ground with tremendous force.

“Alright you little bitch!” the woman shouted, her arms ripping and stretching as they appeared to be siphoning more stone from underneath into her body. “If you want to play rough, then we’ll play rough!”

The fey began to grow in size while sharp rocks were seen piercing out from her legs, thighs, and back, all while her head grew along with her mouth that extended to reveal giant, rocky teeth. Lelu and Grace screamed as they watched the woman turning into a giant abomination before their eyes, all while Bermuda was trembling atop her eight legs as she nervously whimpered in fear. Max, however, was rendered silent as he stared in awe at seeing the fey changing her form.

“What the hell?” Grace cried out.

“What’s happening to her?” Lelu screamed.

“What is this?” Max quietly wondered. “How is she doing that?”

“That’s what fey do in this world,” Bermuda shakily said, getting their attention. “They’re monsters… with the innate ability to alter the elements around them. They can manipulate any natural element they want… even their own flesh and blood.”

“You’ve seen her do this before?” Max asked.

“No. I’ve only heard about what she did before my father found her, about who she used to be.”

“Used to be?”

Bermuda shakily nodded before glancing to him.

“Before she came here… she was Syliand…. the Mad Fey of Ventras.”

“The Mad Fey?” Lelu and Grace repeated in shock.

Syliand let loose a haunting roar before racing forward, the giant fey swinging down with her stone fists at Arial who quickly leapt aside. The powerful strike from the fey smashed into the ground, cracking the entire floor beneath everyone as all the ice shattered from the force, before she swung a hand and smacked Arial out of the air. The angel flew back and crashed into a wall with a loud slam, having become indented in the cracking stone bricks, before she raced out with a low growl towards her opponent. With vicious swipes, Arial slashed and clawed at Syliand while using her wings to keep airborne, the fey using her arm to block the strikes that drew out spurts of blood and rubble from the limb.

“How dare you disturb the peace and sanctity of this place!” Syliand scorned, smacking Arial down into the ground before she slammed both fists atop the angel, crushing her into the rubble with a powerful impact. The fey repeatedly smashed her fists down at the girl while snarling viciously, with stone spires and ice protruding around the newly formed crater before Arial jumped out and struck her claws into the fey’s neck. Syliand staggered back as Arial began hacking and slashing her face, tearing apart flesh and spilling bloodied rocks out from the wounds. With a heavy roar, Syliand grabbed Arial and slammed her into a wall, her other arm reaching back before it split apart into four twisted tendrils of bone and flesh with serrated stone teeth inside.

“What the fucking hell is she?” Grace cried out.

“Watch your goddamned language!” Syliand shouted at her with a bloodied and disfigured face. “Or so help me I’ll come over there and rip your fucking tongue out!”

Grace slapped both hands over her mouth as she squeaked in fear, with Syliand snarling at her then at Arial again as the angel was stabbing her claws into the fey’s arm.

“Bad girl!” Syliand yelled while she used her monstrous arm to strike at and ensnare Arial. With the limbs wrapping around and constricting against the angel’s body, Syliand swung the girl wildly, slamming her into the floor, ceiling, and walls while letting out a slurred yell. After a few more hits her arm was quickly decimated into bloody pieces with Arial ripping free, her claws and wings tearing through the flesh and bone as she flew out from the grip of the fey. She raced back over and started hacking and slashing at Syliand again, tearing up her face and chest with bloody strikes before the fey grabbed the girl with her remaining arm and threw her aside, slamming her into the wall with a fierce impact.

Max and the girls stared with wide eyes as Syliand punched Arial into the wall before the angel knocked the fey across the room with a punch of her own. The monstrous fey crashed into the opposite wall with a frustrated yell, eyes glaring with rage at Arial who raced towards her again with a cold glare.

“I’ve had enough of this!” Syliand roared. She reached over and grabbed the lantern, crushing the light tightly in her fist. As the room went dark, a bright flare was seen erupting around the fey’s hand. Fire swiftly ignited along the woman’s arm and onto her back, with her horns and hair also catching ablaze as the red glow bloomed all across the room. Arial halted with wide eyes as the fey let loose a heavy shout of anger before charging forward and swatting her out of the air. The angel screamed as she tumbled away trailing smoke, the girl slamming into the wall again before dropping to the ground twitching. She gasped and tried to move, her body smoking and trembling while her claws began melting off her fingers.

Stomping over towards the angel, Syliand then smashed her flaming fist into the ground near Arial, with the little monstergirl staring with fright at the flames near her before seeing the fey leaning down close to her with a furious look in her bloodshot eyes.

“There is to be no goddamned fighting on these grounds! This is a place of healing! A place for rest! I don’t care if you are an angel or not, if you ever raise your claws again while here then I swear to the fucking gods above I’ll send you straight back to them in a pint-sized coffin! Do you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Arial cried out with wide eyes. “I understand, ma’am!”

“I will not tolerate any more of your bullshit, little lady! You will behave yourself and refrain from causing any more trouble in my home, or else you’re fucking dead! You will be a perfect angel while in our presence, and you will keep your fucking hands to yourself or so help me I’ll rip them off and shove them up your ass! Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, ma’am! I’m sorry, ma’am!”

“Good! Now you wait right there, I’m not done with you!” Syliand roared, with Arial crying softly and nodding as she held her hands up defensively near her head. The fey stood upright and looked around at the other children, all of them staring at her in fright as they remained still and quiet. Marching over to the blocked doorway with heavy steps, she swung her fist and destroyed the remaining frozen bars in her way, with Max and Bermuda covering their heads as ice shards and frost flew by over them.

“Move!” Syliand yelled at the two, with Max and Bermuda nodding and quickly running off to the side. The fey roared heavily before punching her flaming fist through the frozen barricade, blasting it to pieces that exploded out into the underground tunnel. Outside a few harpies and watchers hopped back from the outburst, all of them turning to each other in question then back to the entryway that had frost and haze billowing out from it.

“Like fucking hell I’m going to allow this kind of horseshit to go on while the master is away!” Syliand yelled, stomping her foot and shaking the room. “There will be order, there will be peace, or else I’m going to fucking kill everyone I have to in order to make that true! Am I understood?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Max and the girls quickly agreed.

The fey growled deeply for a moment before holding her arm close to herself, her body crackling and shifting as it began to slowly shrink back to her normal size. The fire on her body sizzled out while the rocky spikes she had retracted and vanished, her body appearing to mend itself with the open wounds she had swiftly closing while her arm regenerated from slithering fleshy tendrils. She cracked her neck while stretching out her arm, her body snapping a few times as she returned to her normal upright posture, while her hair appeared to regrow to its original length once more. Using her hands she brushed aside her hair while wiping away the blood on her face, causing the blood to vanish as it was reabsorbed into her being. Taking a slow breath the woman then turned her sharp glare over to Lelu and Grace who were holding each other out of fright while pressed back against a wall.

“Get up, both of you!” Syliand ordered, with the elf and centaur yelping before scrambling to their feet. “This is all your fault! You two started this mess, and now you’re going to end it! Guards! Get in here now!”

From the doorway two watchers slowly walked up behind Syliand while a harpy was seen outside as she peeked in. The fey pointed to Grace and Lelu while struggling to hold in her furious growl.

“Have those two little shits apologize to each and every single person out there that they disturbed! They are going to fucking beg for forgiveness from all of them after causing this goddamned debacle! After they’re done with that, take them to the detention block right away! I’ll deal with them after I sort out the rest of the fucking mess they caused!”

“Yes, ma’am,” a watcher replied with a softly echoing voice.

“At once,” the other said as they turned their unseen gazes onto the two girls.

“But wait, she’s the one who-” Lelu argued, pointing to Grace before Syliand pointed to her with a terrifying scowl on her face.

“I don’t want to hear a single word more about it!” the fey roared, silencing the centaur. “Save your breath for all the apologizing you’re going to be doing for acting like complete assholes in my sanctuary! Now get out there and get to it! Move it, or else you’re going to make me really mad!”

“I’m sorry,” Lelu breathed out. “I’m sorry. I’m going. I’m going.”

She looked to Max with worried eyes, himself and Bermuda watching them in remorse as the centaur and elf were escorted out of the room with the watchers.

“As for you!” Syliand said, pointing back to Arial. The angel squeaked while watching her fearfully as the fey pointed to the doorway. “Since you destroyed this room with your goddamned reckless actions, now I have to relocate you to another! Go to the room down the hall and wait for me there! You have some serious explaining to do! And watch your step in this place, little lady! If you cause even the slightest amount of pain in my ass again, you’re going to be a fucking puddle of dead angel before you can blink! Do you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Arial whimpered. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’ll behave, ma’am.”

“See that you do!” Syliand yelled at her. She then turned to Max and pointed to the angel. “You! Make yourself useful and take this troublemaker to her room! And make sure she stays there until I arrive, or else you’ll see just how bad of a monster I can be with those that test my patience!”

“Okay, sure,” Max quickly agreed, nodding. “Whatever you say.”

“That’s right! Now move it!” Syliand shouted, pointing to the door. Max gulped and glanced to Arial, the angel turning to him with a whimper while lying on the ground. The boy walked over and helped the girl onto her feet, with Arial quickly holding onto his arm and burying her face in his shoulder.

“Come on, let’s go,” Max gently said, walking the trembling angel out of the room. Syliand watched them go with a scowl before she marched over to Bermuda, the arachne smiling nervously at her while holding out the fey’s glasses.

“See to it that this fucking mess is cleaned up,” Syliand snapped as she sharply snatched the spectacles away.

“Right away, Syliand,” Bermuda hastily agreed. “I’ll take care of it. No problem.”

The fey gave a stern nod and started walking towards the door while putting her glasses back on. As she crossed the entryway and stepped out into the hall, the woman paused for a moment before glancing back to Bermuda with a solemn expression on her face.

“Once you are done here, you can resume your daily chores,” she calmly said. “And, I’m sorry if I gave you a little fright. I only did what I had to.”

“I know,” Bermuda said, nodding slowly. “I know you did. She was the only one that could stop a rampaging angel like that. Even so, she still scares me every time she comes out.”

“I’d imagine she does. Sorry about that. I’ll explain myself to the others when I see them again, and I’ll reassure them that they’re perfectly safe here just as they always have been. Hopefully there won’t be cause for her to come back out again anytime soon.”

“I hope so,” Bermuda agreed with a weak smile.

Syliandanchevas nodded before walking off, with a harpy and another watcher entering the room and looking around at the damage lain to the surroundings. Bermuda sighed as she eyed over the destruction before she shook her head a little.

“Why do I get the feeling things aren’t going to settle down around here anytime soon?”

*****

Inside another room in the lower level of the sanctuary, one that hadn’t been reduced to rubble and debris from the monster fight that recently took place, Max was standing by the door to the chamber while watching something with a curious eye. Before him was Arial, the angel having her back to him with her icy wings fluttering once behind her. The lantern in the room gave a soft, cozy glow to the interior, with no windows to allow daylight or the sun’s warmth to assist it.

“Arial?” Max carefully asked. “Are you… okay?”

The angel remained quiet while having her head lowered in the middle of the room. After a moment of silence, Max slowly approached the girl, feeling the air closer to her being chilled while also noticing the stone floor beneath her was beginning to have frost spreading along it near her feet.

“Arial?” he again asked. “Are you alright?”

“I failed,” she softly spoke. “I’ve never failed before. I’ve never… let my superiors down before.”

“You failed?” Max repeated, puzzled. “What do you mean you failed?”

“That’s what I want to know,” Syliandanchevas said. The two children turned to see the fey stepping into the room and closing the door behind her, her eyes carefully observing the angel that slowly took a step back from her.

“Now now,” the fey gently urged. “You don’t need to fear me. I am sorry I had to get a little rough with you earlier, but you were causing quite a lot of trouble, and I needed you to stop it at once.”

“A little rough?” Max exclaimed. “You… the other you… whoever that was, she was beating Arial up like she wanted to kill her!”

“You can relax, Max,” Syliandanchevas assured. “Angels are extremely tough monsters, as I’m sure you remember. Don’t you recall her arrival to Shadow’s Refuge? I was told she entered the compound with such power that not even the watchers outside could stop her, and Master VelRyan’s magic was put to the test in order to contain the forceful entry from demolishing this place. Arial is a very strong little girl, I knew she wouldn’t be in any real danger when… my other self urged her to behave.”

“But… but still,” Max worried.

“It’s alright,” the fey gently said, resting a hand on his shoulder. “She’s perfectly fine as you can see. Angels are powerful monsters, you know. They can only truly be harmed by demonic weapons and magic. Without those, it would take extreme force to injure them. Not even my true self was able to inflict real harm upon her.”

Max looked at her worriedly then to Arial, noticing that although the angel was nervous in the presence of the fey now, she appeared completely unscathed despite having taken such a serious assault from the fey’s other self.

“However,” Syliandanchevas added with a close eye on the angel. “It does appear that heat is a weakness she holds. I suppose that does make sense, given that she’s an angel of ice and snow.”

“I guess you’re right. But… even so…” Max said, turning back to Syliandanchevas and looking her over with a careful eye.

“I suppose I have a lot of explaining to do,” Syliandanchevas conceded.

“Bermuda said your real name is Syliand, and you’re the… the…”

“The Mad Fey?” she replied with a small sigh. “Yes, I… certainly have a past to speak of. I’ll explain everything to you in due time, Max, you’re owed that much at the very least. For now, you can relax. She… I’m not who I used to be anymore. My other self can be rather intimidating, this is true, but she won’t harm you. I would know, I’m her after all. I am sorry you had to find out the truth about me like you did. I didn’t mean to startle you with seeing that side of me. I hope you don’t hate me after seeing… the kind of monster I am.”

“I don’t… hate you,” Max slowly said. “I just… it just… surprised me, that’s all.”

“I know. And I’m sorry. But sometimes I have to let her out like that in order to restore order around this place. Speaking of which,” Syliandanchevas said, then turned to Arial with a scrutinizing leer. “You have some explaining to do of your own, little lady, and that needs to come first. Now start talking. Why did you attack Lelu and Grace like that?”

“That’s classified, ma’am,” Arial flatly said.

“I’m afraid that won’t do,” Syliandanchevas argued, shaking her head. “Now I’m as patient and forgiving as they come, Arial. I understand that monsters will be monsters sometimes, and conflicts can arise between us from time to time. However, I will not tolerate violence taking place within these walls, especially towards children. Lelu and Grace are my friends, and I don’t much care for the way you were treating them. Now I want an explanation as to why you acted the way you did, and I don’t care if you think such information is classified. I am the headmistress of Shadow’s Refuge, and while the master is away I will uphold the peace here by any means I must. Now, tell me the truth, young lady.”

Arial stared at her with a slight grimace on her face, her eyes slowly averting from them as she looked down and away. Syliandanchevas sighed before she reached up to take hold of her glasses, however she then stopped as Max stepped towards the angel with a concerned frown on his face.

“Arial, please,” he said, with the angel glancing to him. “Please tell us why. Lelu and Grace, they mean so much to me. I don’t want to see them getting hurt or suffering any more than they already have. They’ve both already lost so much in their lives. Their homes, their mothers, everything. They’ve been through hell, and it’s only here that they’ve been able to truly recover and find peace again. So tell me, why would you want to take that away from them? What did they ever do to you to deserve your hate?”

“I don’t hate them,” Arial softly said. “I don’t even know them.”

“They why did you try to kill them?” Max asked. “Earlier you said something about correcting the mistake. And just now you said you failed your task that was given to you by your superiors. What is this all about, Arial? Tell us.”

Lowering her head, Arial remained silent as she closed her eyes. After a moment she slowly breathed out before turning to him with a solemn expression.

“I have to kill them,” she said in a dull tone, getting surprised looks from him and the fey. “I have to, or else their souls are doomed.”

“What? What are you talking about?” Max questioned in disbelief. “That doesn’t make any sense!”

“How is killing them going to save their souls?” Syliandanchevas asked, shaking her head.

“They’re not supposed to be alive now,” Arial told them. “They were supposed to die, they were supposed to go through processing in the underworld, and they were supposed to move on to their next destination in the grand order of all things.”

Max and Syliandanchevas stared at her stunned silence as the angel shook her head and looked downward.

“However, they are still alive. Something went wrong with fate. They did not leave the mortal realm like they were supposed to. So I am here to correct the mistake before it’s too late.”

“Before it’s too late?” Max repeated. “What does that mean?”

“If a soul does not go through processing and move on to their afterlife, then they never will,” Arial told him. “All souls are born into this world with a set amount of life in them. They are intended to live and die as directed by the grand order. Even if they avoided their fated end, time is still counting down for them. Their life is running out, Max. After a soul’s life runs out, it will rot.”

“Rot?” Syliandanchevas carefully repeated.

“Yes. Rot. It will decay inside their bodies,” Arial informed her. “And a rotting soul cannot pass onto their afterlife. There will be no afterlife for them when they die. Only suffering, agony, and torment, for all time. If they do not die before their souls rot, they are doomed.”

Max and Syliandanchevas looked to each other apprehensively from that before turning to Arial as she continued watching them with a stoic look on her face.

“That is why I was sent here,” Arial explained. “To correct the mistake. That is the job of an angel.”

“The… job of an angel?” Max slowly repeated.

Arial looked to him with the coldest stare he had ever seen, having not malice or anger behind it, but rather something else just as chilling to see; a complete lack of empathy for what she was assigned to do.

“Yes, our job. Should someone miss their appointed departure from the land of the living, we will come to correct the mistake.”

“Oh my word,” Syliandanchevas breathed out. “That’s what angels do in this world? They’re assassins sent to kill people?”

“We are only doing our job, ma’am,” Arial flatly replied. “We must maintain order in the world. You understand this, do you not? You spoke of keeping the order here yourself. You do what you must to keep things in order for all. We are doing the same.”

“But… but… but…” Max uttered, a shocked look on his face as he stepped back from the angel. “But that’s not fair! They don’t deserve to die, especially after everything they’ve gone through! That’s not right!”

“You were sent here to kill those two?” Syliandanchevas asked in disbelief. “That’s the only reason why you came to Shadow’s Refuge? To murder Lelu and Grace?”

“Three,” Arial corrected, with the fey and Max staring at her with wide eyes. “I was sent down here to kill three targets, ma’am.”

“Three?” Syliandanchevas slowly said. “What do you mean three? Who else is your target, Arial?”

“The renegade angel, Valentina,” Arial said, a slight scowl showing as she spoke the name.

“Renegade… angel?” the fey carefully repeated.

“What is she talking about?” Max asked. “There’s another angel here? Where?”

“We were keeping her out of the public’s eye,” Syliandanchevas said, watching Arial cautiously. “We didn’t want to cause a panic after she was brought in. She was in critical condition, something really hurt her out there. You wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you, Arial?”

“No, ma’am,” Arial replied, shaking her head. “I have had no contact with the renegade as of yet. However, my orders are to kill her on sight. She is sentenced to death for her crimes against the grand order. Kindly tell me where she is so that I may complete my mission.”

“I will do no such thing,” the fey said, shaking her head slowly. “I can’t have you going after one of our residents for such a terrible purpose. I honestly can’t believe what I’ve heard here. Even if everything you’ve said about souls and fate is true, how could they send a little girl to kill others like this? Angel or not, how could they make you do something as cold and heartless as taking the lives of innocent people?”

“I am quite proficient at my job, ma’am,” Arial replied. “Your concern for me is not needed.”

“What do you mean?” Syliandanchevas questioned. “You’re just a young girl, Arial. You don’t really want to kill people, do you?”

“I’ve already killed 84 others before coming here,” Arial said, drawing shocked looks from the boy and fey. “I know how to do my job, ma’am. It is no trouble at all for me.”

“Holy shoot,” Max breathed out, staring at her with wide eyes. “You’ve… killed that many before?”

“Arial,” Syliandanchevas said from behind her hand. “No. How could you?”

“Quite easily, ma’am,” Arial replied. “I will always act in the best interest of the grand order. That is our purpose. That is my purpose. The very reason I exist.”

“Arial…” Max softly said.

“What the heck did they do to you?” Syliandanchevas shakily asked. “How could they turn a little girl into a murderer like this? She couldn’t have come from a place like heaven, there’s no way. This is crazy.”

Shaking her head the fey turned around and held her hands to her cheeks, quietly mumbling to herself as she tried to calm down. After a moment she slowly lowered her hands and breathed out, a worried look on her face being seen before she showed a determined one.

“Arial, you will remain here in this room until I speak with you again,” she said, glancing back to the angel. “Is that understood?”

“I cannot stay here,” Arial argued. “I have to find Valentina and-”

“Arial,” the fey snapped, halting the angel. “I have no patience to spare right now, please do not test me any further. Now, you are going to stay here until I come back, or else you will be in serious trouble. Do you understand?”

“But-”

The fey looked back to her with a dull glare, silencing the angel as she saw a dark gleam briefly in the eyes of the woman.

“As long as you are here in this sanctuary,” Syliandanchevas warned. “On hallowed ground, you will obey the laws set in place just like everyone else. And you will respect and honor the words of your elders, child. Do you understand?”

“…yes, ma’am,” Arial softly said before lowering her head. “I understand.”

“Good. Max? Come with me,” Syliandanchevas ordered before making her way out of the chamber. The boy nodded quietly while looking at Arial with concern, seeing her glancing to him from under her bangs before he took his leave with the fey. Outside in the hallway were a few harpies and watchers, all watching the fey closing the door behind Max.

“Please make sure she is not disturbed this time,” Syliandanchevas requested with the women. “She is to remain here until I return. Right now I feel I should get cleaned up, walking around in these bloodied clothes certainly won’t help put our residents at ease.”

“As you wish,” a watcher replied with a small bow.

“Max, I want you to check on Lelu and Grace,” Syliandanchevas said to the boy. “Do not mention anything about what Arial is here for or why, we don’t know for a fact if there’s any truth to it yet. For now, please see to it that those two have finally calmed themselves and are aware of their actions. I don’t know what is going on between you three, but you need to get it under control, because we cannot have another outburst like the last one from them happening again. Can you please do that for me?”

“Alright. I’ll take care of it,” Max said, nodding. “But what are you going to do?”

“Once I get changed out of these clothes, I need to speak with the other one,” the fey said, glancing up. “Whatever is going on with their arrival, I don’t want it causing trouble for any who reside here, including you children. However, it seems trouble is following in their wake. I need to get this resolved before the master returns, I do not wish to burden him with such matters when he comes back.”

“Okay, if you say so,” Max agreed. He started to walk away before stopping and looking back to her curiously.

“Is there something else?” she asked.

“No, I’m just… surprised,” he admitted with a small shrug. “Seeing that side of you… and this one. You’re much stronger than I gave you credit for.”

“I know how to put my hoof down when needed,” Syliandanchevas replied with a smirk. “Now run along, we both have matters that must be tended.”

Max nodded and walked off through the hallway, with the fey watching him take his leave before turning to a nearby watcher.

“Is Valentina still in her room?”

“Yes,” the watcher replied. “She hasn’t left it all day as far as I’m aware.”

“Correct me if I’m mistaken,” Syliandanchevas mused. “But she hasn’t left her room once in all the time she’s been here, is that right?”

“That’s correct,” a harpy agreed. “I don’t believe she wishes to leave, though I know not why. Her injuries have all been treated properly, she’s as healthy as she can be now. Yet she still doesn’t want to leave for some reason.”

“Perhaps she’s worried about whatever attacked her being out there somewhere,” another harpy worried.

“She doesn’t seem afraid as much as she seems… angry about something,” a third pointed out.

“There is much hate within her,” a watcher agreed. “Very troubling for an angel to possess. Her presence here is… concerning.”

“I agree,” Syliandanchevas said. “Which is why I’m going to go talk to her about a few things. Please see to it that we’re not disturbed. I’m not sure if the conversation will grow heated or not, but I’d rather not have anyone else nearby should a problem arise.”

“I can accompany you for reassurance,” a watcher proposed. “I will make certain she does not pose a threat towards you.”

“That’s quite alright,” the fey said, waving it off before she started walking away. “I believe I can handle myself just fine should things turn sour between us.”

The women watched her leave before another harpy walked up behind them from down the hall.

“I say,” she spoke in disbelief. “That room the young angel was in is completely destroyed now. What in Eden happened in there anyway?”

The harpies and watchers looked to her then to Syliandanchevas who walked off towards the bright exit to the tunnel ahead. A watcher slowly nodded as she observed the fey before speaking in a softly echoing voice.

“I believe the headmistress of Shadow’s Refuge grew a little… heated.”

*****

Through the open window on the third story of the monastery a warm breeze flowed in, the silk curtains ruffling in the wind along with the hair of an angel that was silver with red streaks bleeding through the ends. Her light blue eyes were watching the slowly moving clouds above with a cold glare, her lips flinching in her scowl as she suppressed her frustrated growl. Her white toga dress fluttered in the breeze along with the feathers she had on her wings, a few strands of hair falling in front of her face before she slowly brushed them aside with a single finger.

“Lovely day today, isn’t it?” Syliandanchevas spoke from behind. The angel slowly glanced back to her with the same chilling gaze, seeing the fey standing in the bedroom while closing the door behind her.

“Don’t you agree, Valentina?” the fey asked. “Surely the thought of flying through the air under such sunny weather would bring a smile to your face. Doesn’t that sound better than spending your days inside this dreary room? You know you don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to, you can go outside and enjoy the wonderful day.”

“I’ll leave when I’m ready,” Valentina hissed before turning away from her. “Get out of my sight, little lamb.”

“Why do you hold so much anger in you?” Syliandanchevas wondered. “For an angel of the heavens, you’ve certainly had a rather… cold attitude ever since you came here. Why? We took you in when you were gravely injured, we healed your wounds and provided safe comfort for you to rest, and we’ve expressed nothing but patience towards you and your rather rude behavior. What could be upsetting an angel so much that she acts so callous and hateful towards everyone?”

“I said get out,” the angel snarled. Syliandanchevas slowly breathed out as she watched the woman with a tired gaze. After a few moments of silence, the fey spoke up again.

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid,” she carefully said, earning a sharp glance from the angel. “No, that couldn’t be it. That’s absurd. Angels are among the most powerful of all monsters in Eden, to think that one would be hiding here in her room from something is very difficult to believe.”

“I’m not afraid of anything,” Valentina scorned. “Watch your fucking mouth or else I’ll smite you into dust.”

“Is that so?” Syliandanchevas mused. “How very interesting. You see, I had my suspicions about that. After all, something seriously wounded you out there, something that you so far have refused to tell us anything about. Whatever could cripple an angel like you with such ferocity would surely be something anyone would naturally fear. I didn’t want to assume you were hiding from this mysterious danger, I know to do so would be very rude and we don’t like to behave in such a manner here, unlike certain guests from time to time.”

Valentina growled while watching her with a narrowed eye, seeing the fey observing her with a raised eyebrow before she walked closer to the angel.

“It was an honest thought I had, and one that made sense at the time. However, now I’m thinking that’s not why you refuse to leave this room. And since I know the meals we serve here, while being the best that we can make for our dear residents, isn’t exactly of the highest quality compared to what a holy angel like yourself would surely be accustomed to having, I’m also doubting the possibility of you wanting to stay here simply for the free food we’ve been bringing you.”

“What are you getting at, bitch?” Valentina snapped.

“You’re not hiding from that which cut you down out there,” Syliandanchevas said, stepping up beside her and gazing out at the monastery before them. She glanced up at the sky for a moment before turning to Valentina with a sharp eye.

“You’re hiding from the angels themselves, aren’t you?”

“I don’t hide from anyone,” Valentina hissed. “I fear nobody. And I certainly don’t give a fuck what the other angels are up to. You’re pissing me off, so I suggest you scurry on out of here before I rip you apart and see how you taste compared to the slop you call food you’ve been giving me. You have no idea who you’re talking to here, you have no idea what I’m capable of doing to those that push me when I’m not in a mood for their fucking games!”

“You’re Valentina,” Syliandanchevas calmly replied. “A renegade angel wanted for crimes against ‘the grand order of all things’, or so I’ve been told.”

The angel showed some surprise to that before sharply watching the fey while tensing up, something Syliandanchevas slowly nodded from seeing.

“Seems I hit the nail on the head,” the fey assumed. “Your little friend downstairs has told us much about you and the so-called order you both serve. Apparently she wasn’t speaking lies.”

“Hmph,” Valentina scoffed, a bitter smile forming on her face as she turned her sights back up to the sky outside. “You mean Arial? She’s no friend of mine, and I don’t serve the fucking assholes she does. Don’t insult me by throwing us in the same lot together.”

“You know who she is,” Syliandanchevas realized. “Then I suppose you know why she came here, don’t you?”

“The little brat blindly follows any orders those bitches up there tell her. I’m pretty sure I can guess what they sent her down here for.”

“She came to kill you,” Syliandanchevas said, earning a silent look from the angel. “Along with two children who are staying here.”

“Sucks to be them,” Valentina flatly replied with a shrug.

“I’d much prefer if it didn’t,” the fey retorted. “However, before we discuss that issue, I want to better understand just who we’ve been harboring here in our peaceful home. It’s one thing to have an angel coming down here to murder my friends because of some very chilling and shocking reasons, but then there’s the matter of you being here as well.”

“I haven’t harmed anyone, have I?” Valentina quipped. “Why am I causing you any distress?”

“No, you haven’t harmed anyone. Instead, you’ve drawn an angel assassin here who is causing trouble, along with the likelihood of even more issues coming our way after a supposedly wanted criminal of the heavens was brought in for help. This is a place of healing, of recovery for many, and the last thing they need is a blood feud among angels bringing anarchy and destruction towards them.”

Valentina rolled her eyes and looked outside again while crossing her arms in discontent.

“I need a proper explanation, Valentina,” the fey demanded. “Why are angels coming here to kill you and my friends? What did you do to earn their hatred? And why are you so insistent on staying here when not only do you not wish to be here, but we’re also not exactly thrilled about the arrangement? The least you can do after all we’ve done to help you is provide an honest explanation.”

To that Valentina started laughing, the woman showing the confused fey a derisive leer as she found amusement in her words.

“What’s so funny?” Syliandanchevas asked. “Was it something I said?”

“Here’s a little secret,” Valentina said, turning to her with a cold smile. “The only reason you and all your little friends are still alive, the only reason I haven’t reduced this filthy dump in Eden to a smoldering crater to relieve my stress, the only fucking reason I’m even having this discussion with a wretched worm like yourself is because that stupid brat came down here.”

“Is that so?” the fey carefully questioned. “She has you that afraid to act like a true demon in this hallowed sanctuary?”

“Oh please,” the angel scoffed. “I already told you I’m not afraid of anyone, especially a pint-sized weakling like her. She’s no threat to me, not here, not with her weakness to heat. All I would have to do is shove her outside and let the sun melt her away if she came after me. And even if that wasn’t an option, I’m still far stronger than her, there’s no way she could ever kill me.”

“Then why did the angels send her to kill you if she wouldn’t be able to?” Syliandanchevas asked.

“There’s only one reason. They fucked up,” Valentina laughed. “They sent the worst assassin they could to come after me. Someone didn’t think their brilliant plan through up there. But hey, I’m not complaining. It works out in my favor just fine.”

“And what do you mean by that?”

“It’s one of their silly little laws,” Valentina smirked. “Angels are not allowed to interfere with the assigned tasks of other angels. Once an angel is sent down to do her job, no other angel can get in her way or take on the same job. That means as long as Arial is down here, alive and willing to try and kill me, I’m perfectly safe from those bitches.”

“You’re using her as a shield,” the fey mused. “As long as she’s down here, they can’t send a more capable assassin after you.”

“It’s giving me enough time to heal and plan my next move,” Valentina agreed. “And with that stupid slushy here, I can take all the time I want in doing so.”

She walked closer and chuckled at the fey before grabbing her and slamming the woman into the wall, holding her off the floor with kicking legs as Syliandanchevas nervously watched the angel leaning close to her face.

“As for why I’m wanted by those braindead cunts, it’s rather simple,” the angel coldly said. “Angels are only supposed to kill those they are ordered to, those that need to fall to the underworld as fate had ordered. But me? I don’t give a fuck about that law. I’ll kill anyone I want, whenever I want, for whatever reason I want. I’m not their lackey, and I’m not your savior. I’m a free woman, and I’ve got bigger ambitions in life than foolishly following the orders of those self-righteous whores.”

“You’re no angel,” Syliandanchevas breathed out.

“Oh, but I am,” the angel sweetly replied. “I’m just the only one who is prepared to bestow true judgement upon all in Eden, whether the so-called grand order wants it or not. You should understand that fate is not in charge of your life, little lamb. I am.”

“You’re mad,” the fey softly said in disbelief.

“Watch your tongue,” Valentina playfully warned. “Like I said, the only reason I’m tolerating any of you being near me is simply a matter of convenience for myself when looking at the big picture. However, should I no longer need to keep that little snow bitch alive, I will also have none to keep any of you alive should I deem you unworthy of such a thing. You will show proper respect and humility in my presence, or else judgement will be passed on to you. So, run along, and for my next meal that should be coming up very soon, please try to prepare something that doesn’t taste like it fell out of an ogre’s ass. If you will not serve your revered holiness in this blessed sanctuary of yours, then it and all of you can go straight to hell.”

Setting Syliandanchevas down on the floor, the angel smirked at her before returning to her place before the window, her eyes gazing up at the sky with a distant look while she waved the fey away.

“Now, get out.”

Syliandanchevas stared at her in stunned silence, the fey slowly lowering her head before she started walking towards the door. Before she opened it, she paused for a moment then turned back to the angel.

“Can you at least answer one more thing for me?” she asked, getting no response. “Arial came to kill two of my friends, a young centaur and elf, saying that they needed to die because they somehow missed their fated deaths. She said if she does not kill them soon, their souls will rot, and there will be no peaceful afterlife for them then. Is there anything that can be done to save them?”

“Yeah. Don’t let them die,” the angel plainly said.

“But Arial said if they don’t die, their souls will rot. How can we save them from such a dire fate?”

“If I tell you, will you get the fuck out of here already?” Valentina complained.

“Yes, I will.”

“Fine,” the angel heavily sighed. “Honestly, I don’t give a shit about your friends, but anything that messes up those fuckers’ and their grand order is always something that makes me laugh. So in the interest of pissing them off even more, I’ll tell you how you can save them, but then you’re going to leave me alone or so help me I’ll roast you over a fire tonight for my dinner.”

“Very well. How can we save them?”

“There are two ways you can save the souls of your friends,” Valentina said, holding up two fingers. “One, knock them up. Bringing new life into the world that wasn’t supposed to exist in the first place changes the grand design, totally fucks with it on so many levels. Have your friends do that and their fate will change. There’s no guarantee they’ll have a long life ahead of them afterwards, but it should at least buy them a little more time in this world.”

“They need to bring a child into this world?” the fey worried. “Um, the two in question are children themselves, they’re not ready for something like that. Is it possible for them to wait until they’re older and ready for such a thing in order to save their souls?”

“If you think you can keep them alive for that long,” the angel replied with a shrug. “Though with Arial out for their blood, they likely won’t have much longer to live.”

“And should Arial fail in her mission, another more capable assassin will come after them,” Syliandanchevas worried. “Oh dear, I don’t believe we have the time to wait with this. That’s not good.”

“Whatever, that just leaves option two,” Valentina continued before glancing back to her. “Hope for a miracle.”

“What sort of option is that?” the fey argued. “We can’t just do nothing and hope for the best, their lives are at stake.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Valentina said, shaking her head. “Those that miss their fated deaths can be given an extension of life in this world should the grand design be changed to allow it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“That’s because you’re an idiot,” the angel scoffed. “Look, it’s simple. The only reason they want the souls of your friends to pass on is because they’re planned for something after this life. Maybe it’s going to heaven, maybe to hell, or maybe somewhere else entirely for who-knows-what kind of purpose, but there’s a plan set in place for them. But, if their souls are deemed necessary to remain in this world in order to serve an important purpose, then there’s a chance their fate will be altered to allow it.”

“They need to serve an important purpose in this world to be allowed to live in it?” Syliandanchevas wondered.

“To be allowed a chance to live in it,” Valentina corrected. “There’s no guarantee such a chance will be given to them. Hell, I can probably count the number of times its ever happened on one hand with how slim the odds for such a miracle are.”

“Oh dear. That’s… also not good to hear,” the fey worried, lowering her head.

“Well there you have it,” the angel said, looking back outside again. “Either they hurry up and make a baby, or else find some all-important purpose in this world to fulfill. Those are your only two options. Now get out of here, I’ve had enough of this conversation and any others you wanted to have after it.”

“Very well,” the fey conceded. She turned to leave before glancing back to Valentina, watching as the angel remained quiet while her wings and dress ruffled in the breeze. Shaking her head, Syliandanchevas then took her leave, gently closing the door behind her while Valentina continued to sharply watch the sky outside.

“Those fucking assholes are going to regret getting in my way like this,” the angel scorned. “Nothing will stop me from becoming this world’s new goddess. It will be a proper Eden, a glorious Eden, with just me and my sexy big brother to populate it with. That will become the new grand order, this I swear.”

On the other side of the door, Syliandanchevas took a slow breath while holding her hands to her cheeks. A nervous utterance was made before she quickly shook it off, the fey then slowly making her way down the hallway while struggling to remain calm.

“Of course the master would be away when such troubling events take place,” she sighed. “Oh, Master VelRyan, I wish you were here right now. I’m not sure how to deal with all of this. It’s just all so… so much to handle at once.”

Holding a hand to her head she thought about the angel’s warning for the fate of her two friends, and what could be done to save them from an early death in their lives.

“What to do, what to do? Having a child would save their souls, but they can’t have children yet, that’s simply not an option. Even if they wanted to, having sex at their age would ignite their monstrous lust too early in their life. I’m not sure they would survive the strain from it, and the very act of childbirth for them at a young age could be fatal as well. But with angels coming after them, waiting to come of age for childrearing will be incredibly difficult, if not impossible. Which only leaves us the option of hoping for a miracle.”

Coming to a halt, the fey looked upward while wondering if any angels were indeed looking down upon her right now, and if they could in fact be called real angels given what she now knew about them.

“I would pray for one, but now I question who, or what, I would be praying to.”




Chapter 3

Young Love

When it came to loving someone in the world of Eden, there were many different ways to express that powerful emotion to another. It could be through acts of kindness, generosity, respect, and affection for some. For others, perhaps a more direct, forceful approach would be the way. And there could even be those who had it veiled behind frustration, pain, and anger. It was always a gamble whether confessing one’s love would lead to a happy ending, or heartbreak from having it unanswered. And even if their words of love, however they were formed, were in fact accepted and even returned to them, there still remained another problem that could manifest in its wake.

Those with unrequited love may not be willing to accept defeat.

*****

A few harpies flew over the expansive compound of Shadow’s Refuge, their shadows being cast down below by the warm sunlight upon them that traveled across the monastery grounds. Their silhouettes briefly raced over a few buildings and walkways, past a courtyard that had flower gardens set around it, and over a smaller structure built into the refuge’s ramparts near the back. It was a smaller building compared to the main living quarters that the residents of Shadow’s Refuge resided in, having only one entrance to it that was guarded by a watcher and a troll dressed in a white tunic. The steel door was shut behind them, however from inside were the muffled sounds of shouting that the two monstergirls tried to ignore.

“I hope you’re happy with yourself!” Lelu yelled. “This is all your fault!”

“Me? You were the one chasing after me like a wild bull!” Grace shot back. “All of this is your fault, you stupid cow!”

“I wouldn’t have been chasing you if you had just left my Max alone!”

“He’s not yours! Stop calling him that!”

“He chose me to be his girlfriend! That makes him my Max!”

“He never chose you, you made the choice for him, you fucking bitch!”

“Yes he did choose me! Yes he did, yes he did!”

“You’re so fucking delusional! There are bugs out there with more brains than you!”

“Shut your goddamn mouth, you horrid tree urchin!”

“Go fuck yourself, you prissy pony bitch!”

Sunlight from a few small windows that had bars across them illuminated the room along with a lantern hung by the doorway, revealing a jail that held four cells within, having two on each side of the walkway between them that led to the entrance. Lelu yelled while reaching out towards Grace between the bars of her holding cell, eyes glaring at the elf who was sitting on her wooden cot inside her own cell across from her.  

“I shouldn’t even be here!” the centaur complained. “I should be out there with my Max, not stuck in a jailcell with the likes of you! This isn’t right! You bitch, this is all your fault!”

“Oh blow it out your ass!” Grace scoffed before looking away with a flustered growl. “You were the one who went crazy out there! All I did was avoid getting trampled over by your fat ass, I didn’t do anything wrong! I’m the one that shouldn’t be stuck in here with a manure queen!”

“Damn you!” Lelu screamed, charging forward and slamming into the bars, arm outstretched past them as she again swung her hand around towards the elf in her rage. “You godforsaken demon! How dare you do this to me! I should be out there with my boyfriend, he’s probably worried sick about me right now! And instead I’m stuck in here with Eden’s worst elven archer in all of history who can never keep her goddamned mouth shut!”

“I didn’t do shit! You were the one that did this! If you want someone to blame then look in a fucking mirror!” Grace shouted back. “All I wanted was to practice my archery today, but nooooo, you had to throw a fucking tantrum and ruin everything! Why couldn’t you just stay outside the walls and run around in circles like you always like to do, why did you have to come back in at all?”

“Practice your archery? You just wanted to fool around with Max behind my back, that’s all you’ve been doing with him this whole time! How dare you make my precious boy engage in such revolting conduct with you, I’m going to make you pay for what you did!”

“What I did? Don’t you mean what he did?” Grace quipped with a mean grin at her. “He was the one who was spanking my ass, he was the one holding me over his lap while he roughly handled me just like how he wanted to! Don’t get mad at me because he wants my body and not your disgusting bovine self!”

“He does not want you, he never wanted you! That’s why he picked me to be his girlfriend! You have no right to feel his touch, you filthy elf! He never wanted to do such a thing with you and you know it!”

“Tell that to his pecker,” Grace retorted. “He sure seemed like he was enjoying what he was doing to me.”

“You dirty, disgusting liar!” Lelu screamed, trying to shake her prison bars. “That’s not true, it’s not! And speaking of that horrible thing you were making my Max do against his will, why the hell did you even allow him to in the first place? I thought you hated him! You treat him like dirt every chance you get, you yell and curse about everything he does, and not once have you ever treated him with the slightest amount of respect and dignity that he deserves! Just why the hell are you interested in my Max to begin with?”

“Because he’s my destined one, that’s why!” Grace shouted back. The two girls stared at each other with silence finally befalling the room. Grace blushed as she showed a flustered grimace before she looked down while holding her hands over her face.

“What?” Lelu breathed out. “What did you say? Destined one?”

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” Grace snapped at her. “Do you think I’m blind to the world around me? Do you think I really don’t understand what the fuck is going on out there?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Why do you think I’m practicing to get better with my archery? What the fuck do you think I’ve been doing all this time?”

“Because you’re god-awful at it,” Lelu reasoned with a shrug, getting a dull glare from the elf. “And you’re not going to be of any help to your people with how terrible you are with those arrows. Isn’t that the whole reason you keep trying to get better? To save your people from The Sisterhood?”

“I’m not going to be of any help to my people ever,” Grace argued. “You goddamn idiot, my people are gone! They’re gone, Lelu!”

“They’re not gone, Grace, they’re still out there-”

“With The Sisterhood!” Grace shouted, getting off the cot and marching towards the bars of her cell, eyes glaring at Lelu through her tears. “They were enslaved by those murderous shit-fuckers to join them in some godforsaken war! Everyone I ever knew, everyone who was a part of my grove, all of my people; either they were killed by those monsters or forced to do their bidding! They’re fucking slaves to those demons now!”

The elf grabbed the bars and tried to shake them with a furious scream, with Lelu watching in wonder as the elf struggled not to break down from the thought.

“There’s no way I’ll get good enough with a bow to help them,” Grace snarled in frustration. “And even if I did, I’m so far away from them now. And Vale… she never came back from her scouting mission. She went there to see what was happening to my people and that was it. She never came back. She might be dead now too. The Sisterhood probably killed her. And my people… they would have been taken away. They would have been marched out of their homes and into a battlefield against their will. I’m never… I’m never going to see them again. They’re gone. They’re all gone.”

“Grace,” Lelu softly said.

“I watched my mother die at the hands of those fucking savages,” Grace scorned. “I saw them take all the high maidens out to be executed. I have no idea how many more of my people have fallen because of them, but I’m sure many more have. My home. My mother. My people. It’s all gone now. I’m not blind to that. I’m not stupid like you think I am. No matter what I do, I’ll never be able to get them back. I’ll never be able to avenge them. I can’t do anything for them. I never could.”

Lelu remained silent as she watched Grace whimpering and trying to hold back her tears, the elf wiping away a few before glaring at the centaur while bashing a fist against the bar of her cell.

“So why the fuck was I spared? Huh? Why was I saved from that? Why did that voice tell me how to get out? Why did she guide me to safety? How did she even know how to do that like she did? She knew exactly what was going to happen, she knew exactly how to save my ass from those monsters. A real goddess saved me from that hell, and for what? Why was I chosen to live out of all my people?”

“I… I don’t know,” Lelu slowly replied.

“That goddess knew what she was doing,” Grace asserted. “She saved me for a purpose. She had to have. And it sure as shit wasn’t for me to fight The Sisterhood and free Green Haven from them. Like fucking hell I could ever do that. Even if I was as good an archer as Clover, even if I was as awesome as she is and had all the arrows in the world, I still wouldn’t be able to stop those monsters. I was never meant to go back there, I was never meant to be their hero.”

“Then… what were you meant to do?”

“What else? Survive,” Grace said, slowly shaking her head. “I was meant to live on and carry our legacy, carry our spirit. That goddess threw me out of that hellhole, and where did she place me after that? Right onto Max’s lap.”

Lelu watched her carefully as the elf lowered her head and lightly bashed the bars of the cell again.

“Right onto his lap. It should have been obvious why, but I didn’t see it then. I was so mad at those monsters, so ready to kill them for what they did, that I didn’t see what the goddess had meant for me. But now I do.”

“What are you talking about?” Lelu asked. “What are you getting at, Grace?”

“That goddess didn’t send me there by accident. It was for a reason. And there’s only one reason she would have thrown me into the arms of that boy,” Grace concluded. She then looked back to Lelu and nodded. “And that was for me to find my destined one. The one my mother said I would one day find in this world. The human who would be worthy of being my mate. That special human I would one day make mine and continue our race with.”

“What?” Lelu shouted at her. “Mate? Are you insane?”

“A fucking goddess threw me into that boy’s arms,” Grace asserted. “Out of all the places in Eden that gateway could have thrown me, it was directly into Max. I understand what that goddess was trying to do. I understand why I was brought to him. That is perfectly clear to me now. And that’s why I’ve been training so hard. That’s why I’ve been practicing every chance I can get to master using a bow like a real elven huntress can.”

“What does Max have to do with any of that?” Lelu demanded.

“Because I need to master using a bow and arrow,” Grace declared. “So I can protect my future mate. So I can protect the one who will help repopulate my race. So I can protect Max.”

Lelu stared at her in stunned silence as the elf stepped away from the bars and scowled at her.

“That’s why I’ve been working so hard on my archery. That’s why I’m still trying to get better. I can’t save the elves of Green Haven. But I can sure as hell ensure our race’s survival by starting a new elven grove with the human I’m destined to be with.”

“You’re out of your goddamned mind!” Lelu shouted at her. “My Max is not you’re destined one! That is not happening, Grace!”

“Yeah, it is having some trouble coming true,” Grace agreed. “Because a fucking fat cow just took a big shit all over the future of my people! Because of you my destiny is now in danger of never happening, and that’s not something I’m going to tolerate!”

“Max is not your destiny. He is mine,” Lelu hissed. “He’s mine! That boy is my everything, don’t you understand?”

“He’s my everything, you stupid bitch!” Grace shouted back. “For fuck’s sake, I literally had nothing before I was thrust onto his lap by divine intervention! He is the only thing I have to live for now, don’t you get it? The gods themselves chose him for me, there’s no arguing that!”

“I will sure as hell argue that!” Lelu retorted. “He is not your destined one, Grace, and he never will be! I’ve cherished that boy ever since he took me in, ever since he saved me from being alone in this world! That boy means everything to me, you goddamned tree sprite! I love him more than anything in Eden, I love him with all my heart and soul, and there is no way, no way at all, that I’ll ever allow anyone to take him away from me! Especially some wretched little tree humper that has always treated him like complete crap since the day she met him!”

“I know I’ve been an asshole with him, I’m not blind to that!” Grace argued. “I know I fucked up! I already know how big of a fucking cunt I’ve been to that boy, and I’m quite sure that I would be the absolute last choice in a mate that he would ever consider having. But dammit, I have to try and fix this anyway! I know I need to treat him better, I know I need to say I’m sorry to him, I know just how fucking far away I’ve pushed myself from him up until now! You don’t need to remind me, I’m perfectly aware how much I screwed up what was supposed to be a gift from the gods!”

Lelu continued scowling as the elf finally broke down crying, the girl dropping to her knees and holding her hands over her face as she began sobbing loudly.

“I’m so fucking sorry I have a hard time making friends, alright?” Grace snapped. “Maybe you had lots of friends in Ruhelia, but I never had anyone! All I had was my mother and my bow, that’s it! I never got along with anyone, I’ve always had to do things alone because everyone always pisses me the fuck off all the time! So excuse me if I’m not perfect at making friends like you probably were, it’s always been really hard for me, okay?”

Lelu remained silent as she observed the elf crying in her cell, with anything she started to say becoming caught in her throat as she showed a troubled look on her face.

“You probably had all the friends you ever wanted, but not me!” Grace yelled at her with teary eyes. “I’ve never had friends, I’ve never been able to make them before, so back the fuck off already! I know I treated Max like crap, I know it was wrong, and as soon as I can figure out how to fucking apologize to him, I will! But I can’t do that if you won’t leave us the fuck alone!”

“Why would I leave you two alone? He’s my boyfriend!” Lelu argued.

“Bull fucking shit!” Grace sternly argued, getting back onto her feet. “Stop lying to yourself all the time like this. He’s not your boyfriend and you’re not his girlfriend. For fuck’s sake, I was there when you kept pestering him non-stop to call you his girlfriend for the first time. You were so fucking excited and happy, as if he already picked you to be with, but he never did! You were the one who fucking told him what to say because you wanted to hear it! He never wanted to be your boyfriend, he just didn’t know how to shut you up!”

“That is a horrid lie and you know it!”

“Oh? Then tell me, has he ever called you his girlfriend on his own?” Grace challenged, crossing her arms. “Has he ever come up to you and called you that on his own free will? Or have you had to hound and beg him to say it every fucking time?”

“That’s… not true!” Lelu argued in a fluster. “He wants to call me his girlfriend because its true! He wants me to be his girl, I know he does! He wouldn’t do it if he didn’t want to!”

“Like how he spanked my ass even though you say he didn’t want to?” Grace quizzed her. 

“That’s… that’s… that’s not the same!” Lelu whined, hopping up and down. “He wants to be my boyfriend, I know he does! He even kisses me without me having to ask for one or tell him to! He wants to kiss me because he feels that way about me!”

“Well I know how he feels about me,” Grace retorted. “Like, I’ve literally felt how he feels about me, and I say he likes me a lot more than he does you.”

“No he doesn’t!”

“Oh, no? Then how do you explain even though I’ve been the biggest bitch in the world to him, he still took me in and cared for me? From the moment we met, he’s been nothing but a fucking saint with me. He gave me food, he offered me shelter, he never once got angry at me for lashing out at him, he wanted to protect me when we first came to this place, and he keeps putting up with my horrible attitude with him and still helps me train to become a better archer despite that. I wouldn’t be making any progress if it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t even be fucking standing here if it wasn’t for him! I owe my life to that boy! He’s shown every goddamn sign there could be that he was my destined one since we first met, and he’s stuck by my side through all the horrible shit I’ve given him this whole time!”

“And yet all you did was make his life miserable at every turn!” Lelu argued. “All you’ve ever done is put him down and yell at him, and even struck him in your anger! He obviously doesn’t mean anything to you!”

“He means more to me than you could ever imagine, you fucking cow!”

“No he doesn’t, you liar!” Lelu shouted back.

“I’m not lying! I fucking mean it! Goddammit, I love him with all my heart!”

To that Grace halted with a squeak, a stunned look on her face as she realized what came out of her mouth just then. Lelu stared at her with wide eyes, watching as the elf lowered her head with a quiet mumble before she forced a stern look again towards the centaur.

“After everything he’s done for me,” Grace shakily said. “After… holding me up after I fell so hard… after I lost everything in my life… after all that, do you honestly think I wouldn’t feel anything for him? That I would be blind to how fucking amazing and perfect that boy is? That I wouldn’t have seen just how much he’s done for me? What the hell do you think I’ve been doing all this time, why do you think I keep pushing myself so hard to be a better archer? I have to protect him. I have to keep him safe. I have to, because I can’t afford to lose him too! Goddammit, he’s the only thing I have left in my life, and like fucking hell I’ll ever let anyone take him away from me! I need him in my life! I need to have him by my side! I need him more than anything in this fucking world! If that’s not love then you tell me what is! Tell me, Lelu!”

Lelu remained silent as she stared at the elf, eyes wide in surprise as she observed the girl struggling to not break down into another sobbing wreck before her.

“So shut up already with all that girlfriend talk!” Grace ordered. “Until he wants to say it to your face without having those words forcibly yanked out of his throat, it’s not fucking true! You backed him into a corner and made him call you that just to make yourself happy, it was either that or watch you break out into tears and pathetic sobbing from crushing you with how he really feels. You’re not his girlfriend, you’re just a clingy cow that won’t leave my destined one alone!”

Without saying a word Lelu slowly lowered her head, a nervous frown forming on her face while Grace marched back to her cot to sit down.

“I may have fucked up and pushed him away, but I’m going to fix that,” Grace asserted. “Even if I have to apologize to him every goddamn day, I will not let what was supposed to be my destiny, my future mate, my… only friend… slip through my fingers like this. I’m not going to lose him, mark my words, I’m not. And when he finally calls me his girl, I’ll know it’s the truth, because he made that choice on his own. I won’t force him to say it like you did.”

“I never… forced him to…” Lelu softly said. “I never… made him. I just… wanted to hear… I wanted him… and me… to…”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Grace snapped before holding her legs up to her chest and hiding her face in her knees. Lelu slowly shook her head before turning her eyes towards the doorway to the jail, remaining still and quiet while holding onto the bars of her cell.

Outside the jail silence was finally heard within the building, with no more constant yelling and shouting coming from the small windows. Standing on a walkway to the side of the structure and directly below one of the windows was Max, the boy having his head lowered and eyes closed while a small breeze blew through the compound. Holding a hand to his head, he sighed before glancing up to the window of the jail with worried eyes, hearing not a sound coming from the two girls anymore.

“I really made a mess of things,” he quietly bemoaned to himself.

“Max,” Bermuda called out, with the boy turning to see the arachne skittering towards him with a friendly wave. “There you are.”

“Oh. Hello again, Bermuda,” Max said with a small, forced smile.

“I’ve been looking for you,” she said skittering up to him with a weak smile on her face. “Okay, so, I feel I need to explain a few things about… what just happened.”

“About an angel from the heavens trying to kill Lelu and Grace, another angel being kept here after being severely wounded by something, or the part about Syliandanchevas being a ‘Mad Fey’ that can turn into a giant monster at will?”

Bermuda nervously laughed while rubbing the back of her head, the girl then slumping down with a defeated groan and shameful frown.

“I’m sorry,” she whined. “I can explain, I really can. Well, not so much about what got into Arial back there, but the rest… um… you see…”

Shaking her head she showed the boy a worried smile while stepping closer.

“I didn’t want to keep the angel that was brought in a secret from you, I really didn’t. But Silly insisted. She and my father didn’t want everyone to know an angel was brought here in critical condition. Hearing about something like that could have caused a panic with the residents. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, I really am.”

“It’s okay, Bermuda. I understand,” Max assured with a nod. “It might cause everyone here to feel uneasy if they knew something struck down an angel, I get that. Um… should we be worried about whatever struck her down? Is there something out there we need to be concerned about?”

“We’re not sure about that just yet,” Bermuda sighed. She glanced to the jail next to them then showed an emphatic smile at Max. “Before we get into all that, were you by chance going to see how those two were doing? I don’t mean to interrupt… whatever it is that’s going on between you three.”

“No, you’re not interrupting,” Max said, looking back to the jailhouse window. “I was going to check on them, but… well, I’m not quite sure what to say to them right now.”

“It’s a bit of a mess with those two, isn’t it?” Bermuda guessed.

“You could say that.”

Bermuda nodded slowly then skittered over to his side while showing him a small smile.

“How about we go for a walk? I can explain things to you properly and maybe we can think of what you can say to those two as well. What do you say?”

“Sure, couldn’t hurt,” Max agreed. He and the arachne walked off along the pathway together, with Bermuda glancing back to the jail for a moment before watching Max beside her. His downtrodden gaze was aimed downward while he seemed to be lost in thought.

“So, in regard to the angel we brought in earlier,” Bermuda spoke up. “From what I heard, her name is Valentina, and something cut her up really fierce out there. I mean she was brought in on the verge of death. We don’t know what did it, she hasn’t told the caregivers much of anything, and the scouts from Red Peak haven’t come across anything out there that could be a threat to us. Whatever cut down that angel, it’s probably gone from this area. At least we hope so.”

“She was hurt that badly?” Max wondered. “But Syliandanchevas said that angels are super tough. Even after what happened to Arial in that fight, she was perfectly fine afterwards.”

“Angels are really strong monsters, Max,” Bermuda explained. “Even Arial, being as young as she is, is by far one of the strongest monsters here. But she’s still young, she isn’t as strong as she will be one day. Silly was able to knock her around with brute force, true, but it didn’t actually hurt Arial, she was just trying to get her to stop with her attempted murder of our two friends. But if Arial was older, like Valentina, it wouldn’t have gone down like that at all. Silly would have broken her fists trying to hit her then, and I doubt Arial would have even noticed she was being attacked in the first place.”

“Seriously? Angels are that strong?” Max asked.

“Arial is weak against fire and heat, that’s a given since she’s a snow angel. But without that to hurt her, the only things that could actually be a threat to her are demonic weapons and magic, or another freakishly strong monster like an adult angel.”

“Syliandanchevas seemed pretty strong to me,” Max pointed out. “And speaking of which, what the heck happened to her back there? She was like a completely different person.”

“In a way, she was,” Bermuda agreed, the two coming to a stop under a sunshade near a larger building. “What you saw then was… well, that was Syliand. Her real self.”

“Syliand the Mad Fey?” Max questioned.

“It was the name she made for herself when she lived in the region of Ventras,” Bermuda sighed. “I wasn’t alive during that period of her life, but from what I was told, she… wasn’t the kind and loving person she is now. Let’s just say… she did some things… some very bad things in her life.”

“I didn’t think being called the Mad Fey was a good thing,” Max admitted.

“They’re normally very peaceful creatures, the fey I mean,” Bermuda mentioned. “They’re monsters of a very unique magical nature. They can alter and manipulate the elements of nearly everything they touch. Even their own bodies, they can reform and mold like clay.”

“She can manipulate the elements around her? You mean she can change whatever she touches?” Max wondered.

“To an extent, yes,” Bermuda clarified. “Minerals, liquids, even fire; she can use the elements that make up everything around us to create whatever she wants. She can modify her own body with ease, either with small changes or by channeling outside elements into it to alter herself completely. But she can only manipulate living matter if it’s from herself. She can’t touch you and cause your body to fall apart or rearrange in strange ways. She can’t use her magic directly on our patients to heal them. And she also can’t manipulate matter that’s frozen.”

“Like the ice Arial created,” Max recalled. “She had to break through it with sheer force to get out of the cage Arial put us in.”

“Correct. But other elements she can manipulate by touching them. It’s because of that talent Silly is a very skilled alchemist. She can create extraordinary potions from the wildest ingredients you can imagine, she can combine different elements to create new and more powerful ones, and… she can also create rather strange concoctions with her gift. She can make some wondrous things with her special touch, and… she can also create some rather vile things as well.”

“I’m going to guess that before she came here, she wasn’t making medicine to help the needy,” Max assumed.

“If you want her full story, you should ask her yourself,” Bermuda said, shaking her head. “For now, just know that when they called her The Mad Fey, she earned that title with what she was capable of cooking up… and what she did to so many people. The things she did… the people she hurt… it was awful. It was only because of my father that she finally stopped being like that. One day she came across him during his travels, and she… well… you know.”

“She tried to rape him, didn’t she?” Max worried.

“Monsters will be monsters I suppose,” the arachne sighed. “Yes, she tried. And she failed. My father was too powerful for her to subdue. He stopped her, but he didn’t kill her. He saw something in her, at least according to him. He said he saw who she really was underneath her dark mask, the woman who was crying out for help, who was lost and alone, who couldn’t be heard by anyone else. My father reached out for her hand and managed to take it even though nobody thought it could be done. He calmed her raging spirit, helped her realize the error of her ways, and even crafted those enchanted glasses she wears to help keep her darker side repressed.”

“He was the one who made those?” Max wondered.

“He was. As you’ve seen, her real self, Syliand, is still underneath the mask she now wears. But that side of her has softened quite a lot during her time with my father. She still scares me, I admit it, and she can be very… difficult to be around. But she’s not The Mad Fey anymore, that part of her life is behind her now.”

“Now she’s Syliandanchevas, headmistress of Shadow’s Refuge,” Max concluded.

“All thanks to my father’s willingness to forgive and to help her stand again,” Bermuda agreed. “Ever since she came to realize just what kind of monster she had been, she’s dedicated her life to using her talents to help others. I suppose in a way, she’s seeking redemption for her past sins, and is trying to make things right before she leaves this world. She’s remained here at Shadow’s Refuge, always working her hardest to help those who need it the most.”

She giggled a little before glancing to Max with a small smile.

“That, and I believe she has a rather large crush on my father.”

“She does seem to like him a lot,” Max agreed with a smirk.

“She loves him. So much,” Bermuda softly said. “She’s terrible at hiding it. However, my father isn’t ready for love again. I don’t think he will ever let my mother go in his heart. Because of that, I fear Silly’s love for him will go unrequited. The poor woman.”

“She may not be able to have his heart, but she’s still his friend, isn’t she?” Max wondered. “I’ve seen how he praises and respects her, and he’s openly called her his dear friend. At least she can still be close to him that way, right?”

“That’s not always enough, Max,” Bermuda said, turning to him with a knowing smile. “Not being able to be with that special someone you have strong feelings for can be very difficult. It can even cause a lot of problems to emerge if those feelings aren’t returned. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Max showed a nervous frown to that before lowering his head, something Bermuda slowly nodded from seeing before resting a hand on his shoulder.

“I think it’s time to address the minotaur in the room, don’t you?” she gently asked. “What are you going to do about Lelu and Grace? Because it seems there’s some unrequited love that’s causing some rather loud problems with them as well.”

“Unrequited love?” he repeated.

“Don’t play dumb, Max,” Bermuda playfully scolded, earning a worried glance from him. “You know what I’m talking about. You even heard it straight from their mouths earlier. Lelu isn’t the only one who wants to be with you, Grace appears to be struggling with how things have turned out because she too has feelings for you. I’m not going to lie, I had partially assumed as much before, but now we both know it for a fact. So, how are you going to handle this?”

“I have no idea,” Max sighed. “I honestly didn’t expect this to happen. I didn’t know Grace felt that way about me. What am I supposed to do now?”

“What do you mean? You already made your choice, didn’t you?” Bermuda asked. “You chose Lelu to be your girlfriend, right? You just need to tell Grace that’s what you really want.”

“I know… but…”

“But?” the arachne questioned. “There’s a but? Why is there a but, Max? You do want Lelu to be your girlfriend, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” Max insisted. “I really like her, more than I can properly say. To tell the truth, I wasn’t sure I would ever have a girlfriend. Heck, I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to have friends either. There just wasn’t anyone else living around my home for me to talk to or even get to know, we only had travelers passing through The Outerlands stopping by to shop for supplies, and most of them we never saw again. Meeting Lelu was… surprising at first, what with her not being human. But… after I got to know her… seeing who she really is… learning more about her… and feeling like I can talk to her about anything…”

Max smiled fondly as he thought about the young centaur, imagining her warm smile and loving eyes she always showed him. How she would gallop towards him with her long blonde hair flowing behind, her tail gracefully swaying through the air as she called out his name, and-

“Is that all?” Bermuda asked with a smirk. “There’s nothing else that stood out with her in your eyes? Her rather… developed body had absolutely no part in it?”

And of course the sight of her large breasts bouncing with great force easily came to Max’s mind, barely contained in her tightfitting corset, along with the memory of all the times his face, and most of his head, were plunged deep into the soft, pillowy mounds. The very thought caused a bright blush to come across Max’s face that Bermuda slowly nodded from seeing.

“Well- I mean- um- uh- she- and- uh,” Max stammered before showing an awkward smile while Bermuda giggled a bit at him. “I guess… I would be lying if I said that wasn’t something I… admired about her. But still, I love her for who she is, not-”

“Love?” Bermuda repeated, eyes widening. “Did you say you love her, Max?”

“I… um… what?”

“You said you love her for who she is,” Bermuda said, watching him closely. “Earlier you said you just really liked her, but now you say you love her. Which is it?”

“I… well…” Max slowly said, lowering his head with a deep blush. Bermuda observed his reaction along with the silence that followed, a hand slowly moving over her mouth as she showed surprise.

“Oh my word, you do, don’t you? You love her, don’t you?”

“I… yeah,” Max admitted, smiling bashfully and rubbing the back of his head. “I guess I do. She means so much to me. I enjoy all the time we spend together, and she’s always so wonderful and kind to me. Even though she’s not human… I feel really close to her. I feel so happy with her. She’s… amazing. And… beautiful. I suppose… if I’m being honest… I do love her.”

“Wow,” Bermuda softly said. “You… you actually said it. I didn’t know you felt that way about her. But that’s great, Max. I’m glad you found someone who you feel so strongly for. And I’m quite sure Lelu will be thrilled to hear you say those words, too. Although I would recommend some caution when you tell her, you know how your girlfriend gets when she’s excited.”

“Yeah, I know,” Max chuckled. He then slowly showed a worried expression, with Bermuda watching him curiously as he suddenly became concerned about something.

“Max? What’s wrong?”

“I love her,” he stated. “I… I want her to be happy, always. I never want her to be sad, or afraid, or to get hurt again. I want her to stay with me, even though I have no idea how to explain all of this to my sisters when the time comes, and I am rather worried they may try to kill her before they listen to me. We’re from different races, almost like different worlds, but all I care about is keeping her happy… safe… and with me. I don’t ever want to lose her.”

“Max, that’s so beautiful,” Bermuda gently said. “That’s wonderful. But why do you look so sad now after realizing this?”

“Because,” Max said, then slowly looked up to her. “I… I feel the same way about Grace.”

“What?” Bermuda exclaimed with a hop. “Grace? You do?”

“I think I do, which makes this even more confusing for me,” Max confessed.

“Wait, wait, back up here,” Bermuda ordered, shaking her head. “How could you have those same feelings for Grace? How could you have any feelings for her, she treats you like crap all the time.”

“She’s just angry about everything that happened to her,” Max explained. “That’s how she handles the pain and grief. She’s not a bad girl, Bermuda, she was just hurting from what happened to her mother and home. I could tell she was upset, she never meant to be mean to me.”

“Are you sure about that?” Bermuda carefully asked. “Because she did seem to directly aim her anger and frustrations at you, Max.”

“I’m sure. When I first saw her, she was so… scared, and helpless. I don’t know how she fell through my kitchen ceiling like that, or what that strange voice that led her to me intended to happen. But… when I held her then, even though she was a monster, I felt so sorry for her. I wanted to help her. I wanted… to protect her. She needed me.”

“Max…” Bermuda quietly said.

“She can be very rough when she’s angry or upset, I know. And she can be very intimidating when she gets in your face. But she’s not a bad person. If anything… I actually admire her spirit.”

“You do?”

“Even after losing so much and going through such pain, she still has the strength to stand and the will to fight. She doesn’t take shit from anyone and isn’t afraid to stand against danger. She may be young, but she’s stronger than she looks, and she’s really passionate about her archery. Like, dangerously dedicated to it. It’s really admirable.”

“Uh huh,” Bermuda slowly said. “And… that whole thing about you spanking her upon her request, that didn’t have anything to do with you liking her now, right?”

“No, no!” Max pleaded, shaking his hands before him. “That’s not it at all! She’s actually a really cool person to know and listen to, and she even has similar interests that I have, and when she’s not angry and yelling at you it’s really not so difficult to have a conversation with her.”

“Right. And… you being able to touch her butt didn’t sway your judgement about her at all, correct?”

“No, of course not. I mean… it was embarrassing to do that at first, I’ll admit it, but I only did so to help her improve with her archery. That’s it. And it worked, too. She’s gotten a lot better now because of it.”

“Fair. And the part about you getting excited about spanking her, how do you explain that?”

“…um… well… she… I mean… she is really cute… when you get to know her,” Max said, looking down with a blush.

“She sure sounds like it,” Bermuda flatly said, shaking her head. She showed a puzzled look and crossed her arms before continuing. “Even so, you don’t like her more than you do with Lelu, right?”

“I’m not sure,” Max admitted. “That’s why this is confusing me. I feel like I can confidently say that I love Lelu given how much she means to me. But… Grace means a lot to me too. And when I think about who I like more, and how I need to choose one to be with, I just can’t make that choice. The thought of losing one by choosing the other, I hate it. I just got them in my life, they both mean so much to me, I don’t want to push anyone away or risk losing them.”

“But you have to make a choice, Max,” Bermuda reasoned. “Isn’t that the whole point of choosing a girlfriend? If you love Lelu, that means you like her the most. That’s what love is. You can try to be just friends with Grace still if you want, although Lelu may have a few choice words to say about that, but you can’t say you love them both. It just doesn’t work like that, Max.”

“Then what is this I’m feeling?” Max asked her. “If I feel the same way about both, and they both mean so much to me, and if I’m this scared of losing either one of them, then what is this?”

“I don’t know,” Bermuda replied with a small shrug. “But you need to make a decision. I thought you already did with Lelu, but now I’m not so sure.”

Max sighed and lowered his head, the internal conflict he was dealing with causing him to ruffle his hair anxiously while Bermuda watched him with an empathetic look.

“Max, can I ask you a question?” Bermuda said, with the boy looking up to her and nodding. “Did you choose Lelu to be your girlfriend, or did she choose for you?”

“What do you mean? I do want her to be my girlfriend,” Max replied.

“Is that what you said to her? Or did she… persist with the idea beforehand?” Bermuda carefully asked.

“She… um…” Max slowly said, then looked down in question. “I mean, she was really happy that day when she came up to me, and she hugged me a lot, and…”

“Did you want to make your relationship with her official then, or was it all her idea?” Bermuda questioned. “Because Grace did mention something along those lines during their argument.”

“She… well… she did mention it first. She said we worked so well together, like a real couple. That she was so happy with me, and I with her, and that we should… um… you know… be boyfriend and girlfriend.”

“Did she ask you to be her boyfriend, or did she tell you that you were?” Bermuda asked with a sharp eye on him.

“She… joked about me being her boyfriend already,” Max said with a weak chuckle. “And that I should try calling her my girlfriend to see how I liked it. I mean, after I worked up the courage to do it, I did like calling her that. It felt… really good. And it made her so happy to hear, she got really excited then.”

“And what about you kissing her after that?” Bermuda asked with a flinching lip. “Did you want to take that big step with her, or did she persuade you into doing it? Who actually kissed who?”

“Um… well…” Max slowly said. He remembered how thrilled Lelu was to be called his girlfriend that day, and how she hugged him tightly with his head being pressed deep into her soft bosom. Afterwards, once he regained his senses from the oxygen-depriving hug, he recalled how Lelu had then held his head towards her while kneeling down before him, how she said something to him with a loving smile on her face and lips that slowly inched towards his. How his body had locked up from seeing the centaur getting ready to kiss him, and how she then did just that which caused him to fall into a dreamy daze from the token of affection.

“Max?” Bermuda asked, seeing the dopey smile on the boy’s face as he was lost in his memories. “Max? Max!”

He jumped with a startle from the girl’s voice, taking a moment to collect himself before smiling nervously at the arachne that was leaning close to him with a piercing gaze.

“Did Lelu use her girlish charms to seduce you, then kiss you without you even realizing what was happening?” she bluntly asked.

“Uh… maybe?” he replied with a small cringe.

“Uh huh. So, am I correct to assume that you never asked her to be your girlfriend, or even had the idea to begin with, but rather she just said you were her boyfriend and that was that?”

“Well… sort of,” he said with a shrug.

“And am I also to assume that ever since she made the choice for you that you’re a couple, she’s used the same innocent charm to coax you into kissing her whenever she wants?”

“I mean… I don’t mind kissing her,” Max reasoned with a weak smile. “I actually really like it.”

“I’m sure you do,” Bermuda said, standing upright and glancing behind them. Her hand flexed at her side before forming into a fist that trembled a little, the girl then turning around and skittering away.

“I’ll be right back, Max,” she called out, with the boy watching her go with a puzzled expression.

Bermuda skittered across the compound back to the jailhouse, nodded at the troll guard who unlocked and opened the door for her, and then went inside with the door closing loudly behind her. Inside their cells, Lelu and Grace watched as Bermuda skittered up towards them through the hallway, came up before Lelu’s cell, and then promptly grabbed the centaur by the neck who then squeaked in surprise.

“Max didn’t choose to be your boyfriend, did he?” Bermuda demanded with a scowl, with Lelu grabbing her hand and trembling nervously. “You made that choice for him, didn’t you? You told him he was your boyfriend and made him go along with it.”

“What are you talking about, Bermuda?” Lelu exclaimed. “Why are you angry with me?”

“Because Max told me the whole thing!” Bermuda shouted at her, surprising the girls. “He never came up to you and asked you to be his girl, you latched onto him like a leech and flat-out told him you two were a couple! You even sweet-talked him into calling you his girlfriend, not because he wanted to, but because you wanted him to!”

“I knew it!” Grace yelled, running up to grab the bars of her cell. “I fucking knew it! You goddamn bitch, you did steal him away from me!”

“I did no such thing!” Lelu argued, breaking free from Bermuda and stumbling back a few steps. “Max chose me to be his girlfriend, he wanted me to be his one and only girl! He loves me and I love him, so you need to just accept this already and get over it!”

“You’re right, he does love you,” Bermuda agreed, getting shocked looks from both girls. “He told me himself. He cares about you, Lelu, so much. You mean the world to him. He admitted that he does love you.”

“He… he does?” Lelu breathed out, a teary-eyed smile forming as she hopped about with hands held close to her chest. “He actually said that? You heard him say he loves me? He actually said it? Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god!”

“No,” Grace said in horror. “He can’t. He wouldn’t. That’s not possible. How could he love her? How the fuck could he do that? You’re lying!”

“I’m not lying,” Bermuda said, looking back to her. “And with that truth comes this; he loves you too, Grace.”

To that, Lelu instantly stopped hopping with a stunned look on her face. Grace stared at the arachne with wide eyes while her jaw lowered in her shock, both girls watching as Bermuda sighed and crossed her arms while giving them both disparaging looks.

“It’s true. I wanted to get a straight answer out of him about who he wanted to be his girlfriend and who he really cared about most, I wanted to put a stop to this argument once and for all. But he didn’t have that answer for me. Instead, he realized how he really feels about both of you. You both mean the world to him. He wants to keep both of you in his life. The way he feels about one of you is the same way he feels about the other. What he believes is love, is something he has for both of you.”

“W… what?” Lelu breathed out. “Both of us?”

“Are you fucking serious?” Grace asked.

“Yes, I am,” Bermuda stated. “Now I’m not sure if it’s actually love he’s feeling or not, but one thing is certain. That boy cares about both of you, so much in fact that he’s terrified about the thought of losing either of you because of all this. He’s completely clueless on how to resolve this issue without one of you being lost to him, something he doesn’t want to see happen, although frankly I’m not sure if such a thing can be avoided now.”

“He loves me… and her?” Lelu asked in disbelief while pointing to Grace.

“He seriously loves me… and her too?” Grace asked, doing the same.

“Yes, so would you two please focus here and think of a way to resolve this already?” Bermuda shouted at them. “Because I don’t know about you, but I hate seeing Max being torn apart like this. This needs to be resolved and right now, girls, so start thinking.”

“What’s there to think about, she’s the one who stole him away from me!” Grace yelled at Lelu. “She’s the problem here!”

“I didn’t steal him away from you!” Lelu shouted back. “He was never yours to begin with, it was just him and me until you came along and ruined everything!”

“Enough!” Bermuda called out, silencing them. “Dammit, stop fighting and start thinking of a solution here. You don’t seem to realize the position Max has been placed in. He had nobody else in his life but his sisters before we came along. We’re the first ones to be his friends despite being monsters. Us, Vale, Silly, and even my father; all of us are the only ones he’s been able to talk to after living in The Outerlands all his life, to form any sort of real connection with. He doesn’t want to lose either of you, not after he just got you in his life. So, is there any way for you to peacefully resolve this before Max loses someone he cares about?”

“Sure,” Grace snapped. “Just tell the fat cow to admit she was wrong thinking Max ever picked her to be his, and to back the fuck off from my destined one.”

“He did want to be with me, you wretched forest urchin,” Lelu growled. “He loves me, he even admitted it, and there is nobody better suited to being that boy’s girlfriend than me. I’m the one who loves and adores him like no other!”

“He admitted he loves me, you fucking bitch,” Grace retorted. “And I’m the one who has been training to protect that boy from the fucked-up world we live in. I love him way more than you do and I’m going to be the one to take care of him, not you!”

Bermuda sighed with a frustrated grunt as she listened to the two girls yelling at each other over and over again. After a while the arachne shook her head with a rising growl before suddenly shouting over them.

“Stop! Just stop already, both of you! You two are unbelievable, you know that? This needs to end right now, and goddammit, I’m going to end it if that’s what it takes to get peace and quiet restored to this place!”

She sharply looked between the two girls while slowly clenching her hands before relaxing them, the arachne then turning to Lelu and pointing to her.

“Lelu, if you want to be his girlfriend, then he needs to decide that. You can’t just put words into his mouth and declare yourself the winner.”

“But-” Lelu started to say before the arachne snapped her fingers in the air, causing a loud pop and a flurry of magical sparks that silenced the centaur.

“No buts. If you really are the one he wants, then he can say it to you without having to be pushed into doing it. As it stands now, you’re hardly worthy of being his girlfriend after how you stole that title. You should be ashamed of yourself. If you want to have it rightfully, then you need to back off and let him make his own decision from the start, understand?”

The centaur slowly nodded with a worried grimace, with Bermuda then turning to point at Grace who hopped with a startle.

“And as for you, Grace. You should be thanking your gods that Max does in fact have any feelings for you after all the shit you put him through. I don’t know how he has the patience to deal with you and how you’ve treated him, but it appears he does see someone underneath that rocky exterior who he likes and can tolerate, and for that you’d better damn well be grateful.”

“I am, I really am,” Grace quickly agreed.

“Be that as it may, I’m still not exactly sold on you being a worthy candidate for his girlfriend, what with your horrendous track record of treating him like dirt. I’m going to be keeping a close eye on you, Grace, to make sure you treat him properly from now on. If you put so much as a scratch on him ever again, I will show you just how dangerous and volatile my magic can really get up close. Do you understand?”

“I’m not going to hurt him, I promise,” Grace insisted. “I know I fucked up with how I’ve treated him, I don’t intend to make that worse for myself. And what does it matter if you think I’m worthy or not of being with him, I don’t have to fucking impress you to be with that boy. Why are you getting involved in this anyway, this has nothing to do with you.”

“Nothing to do with me?” Bermuda bitterly repeated. She sharply swung her hand forward, casting out a blunt force of magic that stuck Grace and knocked her back into a tumble. As the elf smacked into the bed with a surprised gasp, Bermuda skittered closer and grabbed hold of the bars to the cell while glaring at the girl.

“Oh I’m sorry,” the arachne scoffed. “Am I speaking out of line? I know you and Lelu are his best friends, and possibly even more in his eyes, but I’d like to remind you that I also care about that boy, much more than you seem to think. Just because I never had a shot with being his girlfriend doesn’t mean I can’t get angry at those who toy with his emotions and push him around! Honestly, do you think you’re the only ones who like him? Do you think you’re the only ones who want what is best for him? Do you think you’re the only ones who wanted to be called his girlfriend? Do you?”

“Bermuda?” Lelu softly wondered.

“What the hell, you like him too?” Grace demanded while stumbling back onto her feet.

“Of course I like him, you idiot!” Bermuda shouted at her. “You really think I never noticed him like you did? You really think I never noticed how kind and caring he is? How he was able to look me right in the eyes and still talk to me like I was a normal girl, like I wasn’t a giant spidery freak? How he was able to look past the fact that I accidentally kidnapped him and blew up his home that one day, and still treat me like a friend despite that?”

The arachne backed up and screamed before holding her hands over her face as she struggled to calm herself, the girl taking a few deep breaths before setting her hands at her hips and glaring at Grace again.

“Of course I like him, I like him a lot, just like you two do! He’s a perfect gentleman around me, he’s not afraid of me even though I’m an arachne who is still learning to control dangerous magic, and my god, have you not seen him chopping firewood here? Watching him do that with those muscley arms he has, I thought my heart was going to explode in my chest! That is not a boy out there, that is a man!”

“Uh…” Grace quietly uttered.

“I… have to agree with her on that one,” Lelu said, glancing away with a blush.

“I would have been the happiest arachne in the world,” Bermuda said, trembling in frustration. “If he would have given me the chance to be with him. I would have said yes in a heartbeat, I would have been so happy if he had eyes for me that way. But no, I already knew that wasn’t going to happen. He had both of you hanging onto him before I ever met him, he had options that I couldn’t compete with. By the time I realized how amazing he was, I was already left behind. So, I accepted that I wasn’t going to be his girlfriend and instead hoped to at least remain his friend. That I could live with. That I could be happy with. But what I can’t be happy with is seeing him being mistreated or hurt, especially by those who have thus far proven to be terrible choices of being his girlfriend!”

The arachne slowly breathed out while trying to calm herself, her many eyes going from the stunned elf before her to the equally silent centaur behind.

“All I want is for him to be happy,” she stated. “That’s what matters to me. And that’s what should matter to you.”

“Of course I want him to be happy,” Lelu insisted.

“So do I,” Grace agreed.

“Then you’d better figure out how to fix this mess,” Bermuda ordered. “If one of you really does become his official girlfriend, then the other one cannot be a sore loser about it. Max is hoping to keep all of us in his life, we’re all he has now, and he doesn’t want to lose a single person he’s come to care about. As such, whoever he doesn’t pick to be his girlfriend, for the love of god, take it with dignity and respect for his wishes. If you can’t do that, then you were never good enough to be with him.”

Lelu and Grace looked to each other with troubled frowns as the arachne started skittering away.

“And, girls?” Bermuda added, halting while keeping her back to them. “I may not have a chance of being his girlfriend like you do, but I will be a good friend for him all the same. If you can’t resolve your issues peacefully, or if it becomes apparent that neither of you are proper choices for that boy’s future mate, then you’d better back off and stop tormenting him with all this drama. I will protect him from anyone who threatens his safety or happiness, and that includes you two. Am I clear?”

“Are you threatening us?” Grace questioned.

“Wouldn’t you do the same?” Bermuda replied, glancing back to her. “If you adored someone, if they meant so much to you that the very thought of them suffering heartache was enough to make you furious, wouldn’t you want to keep them safe no matter what?”

Lelu and Grace glanced to each other in silence for a moment before watching as Bermuda skittered away, her hair gently flowing behind her while she showed a solemn expression on her face.

“Heed my warning,” she mentioned. “To any that hurt that boy, I will show them a true web of pain.”




Chapter 4

Who To Choose

In the world of Eden, choices often had to be made by everyone. Some were rather simple in nature, such as choosing what to wear that day or what to have for dinner that night. Others were more difficult, like picking a proper route through The Outerlands to avoid danger or deciding on which of the many beautiful girls you were close with will be your official girlfriend. Whatever the options in question were, it was important to think carefully and choose wisely.

After all, selecting all of the available choices you had was not normally an option.

*****

Basking in the sun’s warm light within the sheltered compound of Shadow’s Refuge, many colorful flowers were in bloom. The gardens of the monastery were being tended to by harpies, the holy birds watering the flowers with pails held in foot while others gently pruned weeds from the flowerbed using their talons. Walking among the stone pathway that was set between the gardens, Max remained lost in thought. A few harpies waved to him with friendly smiles, something he waved back from with a small smile of his own. Making his way down the path towards a tall stone fountain, Max sighed quietly to himself while ruffling his hair, a downtrodden grimace forming on his face as he was having trouble solving a rather prominent problem on his mind.

“What the hell is wrong with me?” he asked himself. “How did I let this get so out of control? I didn’t think picking Lelu to be my girlfriend would have caused so much trouble like this. Then again… did I even pick her, or did she make the choice for me? No, I wanted to be her boyfriend, I know I did. At least, I think I did. Whatever, it doesn’t matter. What matters is she and I are together. And that means… Grace… oh man, I didn’t even think about what would happen with her if Lelu and I got together. I didn’t think she cared about me so much… or that I cared about her. Do I really feel the same way about her as I do with Lelu? Am I even thinking straight anymore? Oh crap, what do I do now?”

He came to a stop by the fountain and held his head while struggling to calm his racing thoughts.

“Calm down, Max. You can fix this. Just, ask yourself, honestly; who do you like more? Which one do you really want to be with? Who do you actually love? Is this even love I’m feeling, or… what is it? Oh man, why is this so hard? And why is this even happening to me? I never imagined I would have even found someone to be my girlfriend, let alone two someones. How am I supposed to pick one? Or did I already pick one? Or did I pick one and not even think about it? Or did that one pick me and I didn’t even realize it? Dammit, Max, what have you gotten yourself into? This is a freakish mess and I have no idea how to fix it! What do I do?”

“For starters, you need to calm down,” a girl’s voice suggested. Max blinked before looking around quickly, only seeing harpies in the gardens that were finishing their duties before walking off. Nobody seemed to be noticing him scratching his head confusedly, the boy then looking up and around to seeing a few harpies and watchers patrolling the ramparts above, although they too didn’t appear to be speaking with or even looking at him.

“Who said that?” he asked aloud.

“I did,” the girl said, with Max turning to face the fountain nearby. He slowly walked around it to see someone kneeling by the flowerbeds on the other side, the girl slowly standing upright and turning to face him while a small breeze came through the compound.

She appeared to be the same age as him, dressed in dark brown knee-high leather boots, a short frilly orange skirt that fluttered around her hips, a dark brown corset with orange fastenings that connected with two small straps to a brown choker she had around her neck, and long dark leather sleeves that didn’t cover her shoulders while reaching over her fingerless gloves. Her hair was bright orange and flowed freely down to her back, and her eyes were golden in color that seemed to hold a burning radiance in them as they stared into Max’s with a piercing gaze.

“Take it from someone who knows,” she warned. “If you choose to act rashly on heated emotions, you’ll get burned.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know anyone was listening to me just now,” Max said with a weak smile. “I didn’t mean to bother you. Um, wait, are you one of the residents here? I don’t think I’ve seen you around before.”

“I’m just passing through,” she said, glancing away. “The flowers here are rather pretty. I just wanted to take a moment to… admire them.”

“Oh, I see. Yeah, the caretakers really did a good job with the garden here,” Max agreed, looking around with a small smile. “It’s amazing how well they keep this place clean and looking so nice for everyone.”

“Yes, it is,” the girl said, looking back down at the flowers near her. Max nodded before seeing the girl just staring at the plants with a distant, almost somber, eye.

“Are you okay? Is something bothering you?”

“The flowers.”

“The flowers are bothering you?” he questioned, walking up to her. “What do you mean? I thought you just said they were pretty.”

“They are,” she replied, gently brushing the hair off her shoulder. “I never realized how pretty they were. I never stopped and noticed them before. The flowers… the peaceful beauty of them… it was lost to me for so long.”

Max watched her curiously as the girl looked around at all the different kinds of flowers that were blooming with a gentle gaze, almost as if she had never seen such things before.

“I didn’t see… much of what the world had to show me,” she softly mused. “I missed out on… so much that could have been.”

“I take it you’ve been through your share of hard times too, huh?” Max guessed. “Is that how you ended up here?”

“I’ve only known hard times since I could first remember,” the girl cryptically replied. “Though my path certainly didn’t bring me to a place such as this.”

“But… you’re here now,” Max said, puzzled.

“Like I said, I’m just passing through,” she sighed. Shaking her head, she then glanced to the boy while crossing her arms. “Anyway, what’s all this nonsense you were rambling about that interrupted my peaceful time here?”

“What? Oh, that,” Max said, lowering his head with a worried frown. “Um, sorry about that. It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with, it’s just something I need to figure out. I don’t want to trouble you with it.”

“There’s nothing you can say that will compare to the troubles I’ve faced,” the girl said, raising an eyebrow. “Humor me. I wish to know what it is that brings someone like you such turmoil in comparison to what I’ve gone through.”

“Uh… well, I guess if you want to know,” he said, rubbing the back of his head. “I sort of… and they… she… um, it’s complicated. But…”

“I’m sure it would sound less complicated if you spoke more clearly,” the girl flatly retorted. “Out with it, what are you so upset over?”

“Okay, here it is. There’s this girl, this… wonderful girl that I really like. And well… I think… I think I love her, actually. Yeah, I do. I think. Anyway, she and I… we’re together now. I mean… we are, even though… I didn’t actually ask her to be my girlfriend, but… she is now anyway. And that’s great, having her as my girlfriend… it’s something I only used to dream about having in my life.”

“Uh huh,” the girl slowly replied. “And the problem with this you’re having is…”

“Yeah… about that. See… there’s this other girl, and she… and I… um… yeah. She really likes me, apparently. I didn’t know she had feelings for me, but she does, and… the more I think about it, the more I realize that I have feelings for her too. I mean, I really like her. She’s… a little rough sometimes, and she is kind of intimidating when she’s angry, but… that’s just how she is. She’s got a lot of spirit, and a lot of passion for what she wants in life. I admire that about her. And… she is really cute. I mean really cute. So much so that… now I’m not sure which one I really do love, and who… I don’t.”

“Okay, starting to see where the conflict here lies,” the girl reasoned, nodding slowly.

“I mean I like them both a lot, I really do. I care about them, more than I first realized. They’ve each been through so much in the past, I don’t want anything to hurt them ever again. They mean… so much to me. So much so that… I can’t figure out who to choose. And now I have to choose, and I don’t want to lose either of them in my life because of it, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to avoid it. So now… I… oh man. What do I do? How do I choose who I really want to be with? I’m so confused.”

The girl stared at him for a while, not saying anything while showing a dull expression on her face, all while Max watched her with an uncomfortable frown as the awkward silence between them seemed to grow.

“So… what you’re saying is,” she summed up. “There are two girls you really like, and you want to be with both of them?”

“Uh… maybe?” Max unsurely said with a shrug.

“And you can’t bring yourself to pick just one to be with, because you think you feel the same way about the other one as well?”

“That’s right.”

“And they both mean so much to you that you’re absolutely freaking out over the thought of losing either one of them?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“And this is what’s making you talk to yourself out here and have a panic attack?” she asked inquisitively.

“…um… yes,” Max said, embarrassed.

The girl slowly nodded before looking down in question.

“These are the sort of problems I missed out on having? I could have been dealing with the simplest of issues like this instead? My flame really did wander astray.”

“What was that?” Max asked.

“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head before turning to face him with a solemn expression. “Okay, so there’s two girls you want to be with. You really like them both, you don’t want to hurt either of them, and you want everyone to be happy after you make your choice of who to be with. Is that right?”

“Yeah, that would be great if that was possible. Do you have any idea what I should do?”

“I do, yes,” the girl replied with a nod, getting an eager smile out of Max.

“You do? That’s great! What should I do then?”

“If you want me to tell you, it’ll cost you,” the girl warned.

“Cost me? Cost me what?” he asked curiously.

The girl glanced away for a moment, hesitating at first, before turning to him while trying to hide her embarrassment. She looked him over for a moment, then stared into his eyes while seeming to struggle with speaking further. After taking a slow breath, she finally made her request.

“You have to give me a kiss.”

Max blinked before jumping in surprise, his mouth opening to speak before she quickly did so first.

“It’s not like what you think,” she insisted. “I’m not trying to be girl number three on your list, I don’t even know you. It’s just… it’s… I’ve never… been kissed by anyone before. And… I want to know what it feels like. Just one kiss. That’s all I’m asking.”

“I can’t do that,” Max pleaded, shaking his head. “I have a girlfriend now. Or at least I think I do. I can’t kiss another girl behind her back like that. And that’s not even considering what the other one would do if she knew about this either, she gets angry really easily. They would both kill me if I get involved doing anything with another girl.”

“You don’t have to worry about them finding out,” the girl replied. “I won’t be staying here much longer. You’ll never see me again after this. Just give me one kiss so I know what it feels like. I’ve never been kissed before, and… I don’t think I’ll ever get another chance again.”

“I’m sure you’ll get another chance someday,” Max reasoned. “You’re very pretty, I don’t think you’ll have any trouble finding a boyfriend of your own.”

“You really think someone like me is pretty?” the girl asked with a dull smile.

“Yeah, I do. I mean… I don’t mean to sound so forward or anything like that, but… yeah, you are,” Max admitted with a small blush.

“Really now. Heh,” the girl mused with a small chuckle. “Well, thank you, for the thought at least. I’m not sure ‘pretty’ is the best word to describe me, but to each their own I suppose. Anyway, do you want my advice on how to solve your problem, or not? If not, then I’ll be on my way.”

“Wait, don’t go. Please help me,” Max begged. “If you know how I can settle things between us then I need to know.”

“Then… give me a small taste of something I’ll never get to have again,” the girl softly said, looking down and away. “Just so I know what it feels like.”

Max showed a nervous frown as he watched the girl peeking back at him from under her bangs. He quickly looked around to see nobody else in the gardens with them, then back to the girl who slowly turned to face him again while showing a gentle expression now.

“I… but… we…” he uttered.

“Please,” she said, slowly stepping closer. “It doesn’t have to mean anything for you, I don’t expect it to. And… I may not deserve such a thing, but… let me have just this. Please.”

“I don’t understand,” Max said, shaking his head. “What are you talking about?”

“You don’t have to understand. All you have to know is… you’ll be giving my soul some small bit of peace. Now, will you, or won’t you?”

Max slowly breathed out as the girl watched him closely, her hair gently fluttering in the breeze behind her. As it did, it almost seemed like it was rippling with fire in the sun’s light to Max, the girl having the appearance of a wavering flame for a moment before all fell quiet and still. Looking around quickly again to see nobody watching them, he slowly stepped up to the girl, something that made her shyly lower her head.

“You’ll tell me how to fix things with them if I do this?” he carefully asked.

“Yes, I will,” she answered, watching him from under her bangs.

Taking pause to think about what he was doing, Max slowly moved closer and held a hand to her cheek. The girl continued to watch him with a longing gaze, almost appearing saddened with a faint glimmer of relief held in her eyes. With that, Max closed his eyes, leaned in, and kissed her, with the girl’s eyes slowly closing as well. Her right leg slowly lifted up behind her while her hair flowed in the wind, the long orange locks again having rippling waves of heat and fire seeming to run along them in the sun’s light. After the gesture was done, Max opened his eyes to see the girl remaining still while now holding onto his arms, her eyes slowly opening to reveal him watching her with a curious expression.

“Was that… okay?” he wondered.

“A real kiss,” she faintly said. “So that’s what I missed out on. I really was a fool.”

“What?” Max questioned, with the girl stepping back from him and lowering her head.

“I never knew… I could feel this warm inside,” she quietly said to herself. “Why… why couldn’t I have seen…”

“Are you okay?” Max asked, worriedly.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she said, taking a moment to brush her hair over her shoulders before looking at him again with a solemn expression. “Thank you, for doing that for me. That was… nice. It felt… better than I expected. Thank you for that gift.”

“Yeah… sure,” Max slowly replied, rubbing the back of his neck. “Don’t mention it. Like, to anyone, please. Um, so can you tell me what to do now about my problem?”

“Of course. The answer is quite simple really.”

“It is? What is it? Tell me.”

“Love them both,” she replied with a shrug. Max stared at her in puzzlement from that as she awaited his response.

“Love them both?” he repeated. “What are you talking about? What kind of answer is that?”

“Was that not clear enough?” she questioned with a raised eyebrow. “I said, love them both. If they both mean the world to you, and you honestly cannot choose one over the other, and you want to keep them both in your life and make them happy, then love them both.”

“What are you saying? I can’t do that!” Max exclaimed. “That’s not how relationships work! Love is something that’s shared between two individuals, not three! I can’t just call them both my girlfriends and have everyone be happy with that! There’s no way they would ever agree to something like that either, they would kill me for merely suggesting it!”

“I don’t understand,” the girl said curiously. “Why is it they would be upset over you giving them both your love? They would both get to be with you in the end, and you would have them in your life. Everyone wins, do they not?”

“No, everyone doesn’t win in that situation,” Max sighed. “That’s not how love works, it’s only meant to be between two people, not more than that. That would never work.”

“Yes it would,” the girl corrected, getting a puzzled look from him. “I know it would.”

“How would you know something like that?”

“Because my mother is involved in such a relationship,” the girl replied, shocking the boy. “As I understand it, she is not the only one who loves her mate, and yet she’s perfectly fine with the idea of sharing him with others.”

“What? Are you serious?” Max asked in disbelief. “Your mom is sharing her man with another woman, and she’s perfectly fine with it? They all are?”

“Actually, I believe there’s more than just a second woman involved,” the girl said, looking down thoughtfully, all while Max stared at her with wide eyes. “There’s quite a few from what I recall. And yes, they all love him, he loves them, and they apparently love being with each other too.”

“That can’t be right,” Max shakily argued. “No, that’s not right. How would that even work? And what do you mean they have more than a second woman involved with them? How many women does that guy have anyway? And how are they okay with that?”

“I’m not sure,” the girl said, looking to him with a blank expression and giving a small shrug. “All I know is he loves them, he loves my mother, they love him, and they love each other. Somehow it all works for them like that. I’ll admit it confused me too when I heard about it, but it is true. So I believe that means it is possible for you to have more than one love in your life. It worked for him.”

“Who is this guy anyway? How did he manage to make that work for him?” Max wondered, shaking his head slowly. “I never heard of such a relationship working for so many people like that before. That’s crazy.”

“Even so, there’s your answer. If you want them both, love them both. Maybe it will work out in the end,” the girl reasoned carelessly.

“Somehow I doubt it will work out well for me,” Max drearily said, lowering his head with a troubled frown. “Your mom may have found a guy with that sort of insane luck in his life, but there’s no way I’ll get away with trying such a thing without losing my life in the process. The girls I’m torn between would definitely tear me apart if I suggested trying that.”

“Then I suppose you’ll just have to pick one, and deal with the consequences afterward,” the girl replied with a shrug before looking down at the flowers again.

“I suppose that is true,” Max sighed. “I had a feeling that was the only choice I would get, I just feel bad with how it’s going to turn out. No matter who I pick, I’m going to lose someone important to me. I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

“Life is full of cruel tricks,” the girl distantly said, earning a curious glance from the boy. “Full of unpleasant turns. And sometimes, heartbreaking truths as well. Believe me, I know.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you with my troubles,” Max apologized.

“You haven’t,” she softly replied. “As I said, there’s nothing you could say that would compare to the troubles I’ve gone through. Take it from me, you can surmount this challenge before you. And no matter how difficult or painful it may become, know that there are far worse challenges that life hasn’t thrown at you as of yet. Count yourself lucky for that.”

“Um… if you say so,” Max said with a small shrug. “Say, what’s your name anyway? I don’t think you’ve told me yet. My name is Max. Max Harollson.”

The girl remained silent for a while, distantly gazing at the flowers. With a small breath she turned to him again while brushing a few strands of hair away from her face.

“Ember.”

“Ember. That’s a cool name,” Max said with a smile. “Thank you, Ember, for listening to me and trying to help with my problem. I’m not sure if what worked for your mom will work for me, but at least she can be happy with who she wants to be with. As for me, I need to go and… get this sorted out. At the very least, I owe it to them to fix this mess however I can.”

“Good luck to you, Max Harollson,” Ember said, giving him one last look over before returning her gaze onto the flowers. The girl knelt down beside the flora and gently brushed a few of them, becoming lost in her thoughts once again while the boy watched her curiously. He then smiled a bit and headed off along the walkway, his expression then changing to a determined one as he set out on his mission. As he left the gardens, Ember slowly stood up and glanced behind at where the boy had vanished, her solemn expression breaking for a moment to show a faint smile of her own before it soon disappeared.

“I wonder, if I had met him before, would he have been able to calm my rage then?” she quietly asked. “Would he have been able to save me? Oh well, what does it matter now? What’s done is done, my fate is already sealed. Still, how funny that I would even be thinking about such a thing. Perhaps in another life, if the fates were so kind, maybe I could have been girl number three for that boy. Perhaps.”

Shaking her head, she then noticed a harpy and a gremlin with her arm in a sling walking into the court, the two monstergirls looking around at the peaceful gardens and up at the warm sky above together. As they did, the harpy quickly turned her head as she thought she saw someone else out there with them, however nobody was seen. She glanced around curiously then resumed talking with the gremlin as they calmly walked along the pathways among the gardens, neither noticing a lingering wave of haze with cinders wafting through it dissipating on the other side of the fountain.

*****

Standing beside a small flowerbed near one of the main buildings of Shadow’s Refuge, Bermuda gently picked a rose from the garden while staring at it with a solemn expression. She slowly brushed its petals while her hair fluttered in the breeze, the arachne quietly sighing while feeling her heart aching.

“It’s not like I ever had a chance with him anyway, right?” she softly said to herself. “Why would I? I kidnapped him by accident, blew up his home, and… I’m an arachne. He was so scared of me when we first met, and who could blame him? How could I have competed with Lelu and Grace even if I wanted to? Lelu’s beautiful, and her breasts are way bigger than mine. And Grace… even Max had to have noticed she’s cute too, and apparently, he thinks she’s cool as well. Even she had a better chance of being with him than I did. I sure did not see that coming.”

She groaned while slumping back atop her feet, the girl looking up at the sky with a defeated gaze before turning to the flower in her hand again.

“He said he loves Lelu and Grace. He feels that strongly for both of them. And what about me? He didn’t mention me at all, he doesn’t feel that way about me like he does with them. He only has feelings for those two. Lucky girls. Would I have ever had a chance with him? Was there any possibility of him ever saying that he loved me too? Or was this how it had to play out? Could there have been even the slightest chance he would have seen me in the same light as he does with them?”

Shaking her head, she then started plucking the petals off the rose one by one while softly talking to herself.

“He loves me. He loves me not. He loves me. He loves me not. He loves me. He loves me not. He loves me. He…”

Stopping herself while holding the last petal, Bermuda closed her eyes with a single tear escaping one of them, the girl tearing off the rose’s final petal before dropping them.

“He loves me not,” she shakily said. Wiping the tear from her cheek she quietly whimpered while holding her arms around herself. “Oh… Max…”

“You did that wrong,” Max spoke up, with Bermuda freezing while going wide eyed. The arachne trembled a little with a low whine before slowly turning her head, her fearful gaze resting on Max who was standing behind her with a solemn expression on his face.

“Max,” she breathed out. “How… how long were you…”

“That’s not how you do that,” Max said, pointing to the bare bud at her feet.

“Wh- Wh- What? What… do you… mean?” she managed to say while blushing.

Max walked over and picked up the stem and looked at with a distant eye, the boy then tossing it aside while turning his eyes up towards the sky.

“My sister Mika did that a lot back home,” he said, with Bermuda gulping quietly while remaining still. “Every now and then I would find her doing the same thing to the flowers outside the cottage. I guess she had someone she loved but wasn’t sure if it was mutual.”

“Oh… did she now?” Bermuda slowly said.

“I tried asking who it was,” Max continued, rubbing the back of his head with a puzzled look. “But she never told me. She always acted surprised and flustered when I caught her doing it, like she was really embarrassed I even knew she was doing such a thing. I guess she wanted to keep it a secret until she knew for sure. I still wonder who it was she was interested in like that. I wonder if I’ve ever seen that person coming through Trixton Pass before.”

“I see,” Bermuda softly said, backing up before she bumped into the wall behind her.

“Still, she continued consulting the flowers for their wisdom on the matter,” Max said with a shrug. “She always did it the same way, and it always seemed to end the same way for her too. I don’t think the flowers ever gave her the answer she was looking for.”

“That’s… too bad… for her,” Bermuda worried, lowering her head.

“So one day after I caught her doing it again, I got curious and asked her if she was doing it wrong,” Max mentioned with a questioning look. “I mean, after getting the same answer she never wanted over and over again, I thought maybe she was just doing it incorrectly. My sister is a really amazing person, I don’t see how anyone couldn’t have loved her back, so maybe the way she was speaking with the flowers was wrong. Maybe they were meant to say yes, but she just didn’t do it right. But she assured me she was doing it right, she knew it for a fact.”

“How was she certain about such a thing?” Bermuda wondered.

“Because when you start speaking to the flower, you don’t begin with saying the other person loves you,” Max explained as he turned to her. “You always begin with them not loving you.”

“Why must it be started that way? Why would that make a difference?” Bermuda asked curiously.

“Because the whole reason you’re doing it is because you don’t think the other person loves you back,” Max said, walking up to her and taking her hand. The girl looked at it with a gentle gaze before matching his eyes as he continued. “You’re not sure how the other person feels about you, so you don’t believe the other person loves you. That’s why you’re speaking with the flower in the first place, to learn the truth from it. If you start with saying they do love you, then there wouldn’t be a need to ask the flowers at all, because you already know the other person loves you.”

“Max…” Bermuda breathed out. “I… I…”

“Did it wrong, Bermuda,” Max knowingly said. “And because of that, the flower didn’t give you the right answer.”

The arachne blinked, looked down to the remains of the flower that blew away in the wind, and then slowly turned back to Max while trembling slightly.

“But… if I… did it wrong, then… the correct answer means… that means… you… you…”

“I’m not sure what it is I’m feeling,” Max confessed. “I don’t know what this is, it’s all so new to me. Maybe it’s love, maybe it’s not. All I know for sure is… how much I care about Lelu. About Grace. And… about you, Bermuda. You’re not excluded in my eyes, not at all. You’re all more than just friends to me. You’re… special… irreplaceable… precious to me… so much more than I can say.”

“Max,” Bermuda squeaked, holding a hand over her mouth. “You mean… you mean you do feel the same way about… me as you do with them? I’m… that important to you?”

“Of course you are, Bermuda,” Max assured with a small smile, his hand tenderly holding hers. “I already said I forgave you for what happened at Trixton Pass, I don’t hold any of that against you, so stop worrying about that. It’s in the past. Right now, I’m very thankful I got to meet you. You not only saved my life when those monsters attacked my home, but you’ve been a wonderful friend and someone I’m glad I’ve gotten to know better. Arachne or not, I don’t want to lose you in my life either. The person who you are is someone I don’t want to let go of.”

“Oh my god,” Bermuda breathed out, with all her legs wobbling beneath her.

“I know this has turned into a giant mess,” Max admitted remorsefully. “And the last thing I want to do is hurt any of you. I know I sort of jumped into the whole idea of having a girlfriend really quickly, and I didn’t consider what it would mean for everyone when I did. I didn’t think everything through, and for that I’m sorry. So now I need to fix this, I need to make things right, and… hopefully I won’t lose any of you in the process. I’m not entirely sure what I need to do, or if there’s any option of avoiding hurt feelings of those that mean so much to me, but… I’ll do my best. I promise I will. At the very least, I want all of you to be as happy as can be when this is over.”

“You’ve made me very happy by just telling me how you really feel, Max,” Bermuda assured with a relieved smile. “You have no idea. Thank you for being honest with me. It… means a lot hearing that from you. And I understand how you feel. Just know that no matter what happens, I’ll support you in your decision. All I want is for you to be happy. That’s what matters most to me.”

“Thank you, Bermuda,” Max said with a small smile. “I appreciate that.”

“Of course,” she bashfully said, lowering her head. After a pause, she slowly peeked up at him again. “Max, do you really… feel that way about me too? Even though I’m an arachne? That doesn’t bother you in the slightest?”

“There’s nothing wrong with you being an arachne, Bermuda.”

“You’re not afraid of what others would say if you were to be involved with an arachne?” Bermuda worried. “What your own sisters would say even? You would really be okay having someone like me as your girlfriend despite me looking like this?”

“I told you before, there’s nothing wrong with you being an arachne, Bermuda,” Max promised. “Just like there’s nothing wrong with Lelu being a centaur or Grace being an elf.”

“Yeah, well, Lelu is much easier on the eyes for most compared to me,” Bermuda pointed out with a saddened smile. “And Grace is nearly human looking in appearance, she and I couldn’t be compared at all. No matter how you look at it, I’m a giant spider, Max.”

“And you’re perfect from head to all eight of your toes,” Max assured, with Bermuda staring at him in awe while her mouth opened. The boy started to speak before he paused, looked down at her feet, then at her again with a confused smile. “Um, do arachne have toes? Does that saying work? I’m actually not sure.”

The arachne remained silent for a moment, stunned from hearing him say such things to her with confidence, before she blinked then she started laughing, with Max slowly doing the same along with her. Bermuda shook her head with an amazed smile at the boy before she gently held his hand with both of hers.

“We don’t have toes like you do, Max, but you saying that certainly did work for me. Thank you, for at least seeing past what I first appear to be.”

Max nodded while blushing slightly, all while the arachne continued to smile lovingly at him while feeling her heart beating faster in her chest. After a while of silence between them, the girl looked away for a moment as she thought about something carefully, and then turned back to him with a curious smile forming on her face. 

“So, just to clarify… I want to make sure I have all the facts straight here… am I correct in believing that, since you consider Lelu, Grace, and myself to be so precious to you, as you said, and we all mean the world to you, as you also claimed, would that mean… that we’re all equal in your eyes? At least for right now?”

“I… guess you could say that, yes,” Max had to agree.

“And building on that premise, along with your own admission that perhaps you jumped into the whole notion of having a girlfriend a little too hastily, would it be safe to assume that as of right now, technically you don’t have an actual girlfriend yet? I mean, if Lelu did in fact force you into it without your knowledge, and you’re not entirely sure if you feel more strongly for her than you do with either Grace or myself, then would it be correct to say that as of this moment… you haven’t actually decided on who you want to be your girlfriend yet? Officially?”

“Um… well, when you put it like that,” Max said, looking down thoughtfully while scratching his head. “I suppose that does make sense.”

“Interesting. Interesting. So, to be clear, nobody is your official girlfriend yet,” Bermuda asked carefully, her hands tenderly and securely holding his still. “Until you make that decision yourself, as it cannot be made for you no matter how much Lelu tries to sweet-talk you into it, all three of us are still… possible candidates for such a role, correct?”

“I mean… I guess so, yeah,” Max agreed, nodding slowly. “I do need to make that choice with absolute certainty. There shouldn’t be any question about who I love after I make that decision, I shouldn’t have any doubts or regrets with how things turn out afterwards.”

“I completely agree,” Bermuda said, the girl slowly skittering a little closer to him. The boy blinked then noticed the arachne smiling gently at him while still holding his hand between them. “And, having said all that, I wish to make something known in the interest of having no regrets myself.”

“And… what would that be?”

“My own honest feelings,” she said, right before she gently pulled him closer by the hand while leaning down towards him.

“I love you, Max,” she softly spoke before kissing him. The boy stared with wide eyes as the girl had all eight of hers closed, the arachne using one hand to hold his while the other gently held his cheek. After a moment Max’s eyes closed as well, the two sharing their moment together under the cool shade as a cloud passed by overhead in the sky. With the embrace ending, Bermuda stepped back while opening her eyes, a warm smile seen on her face along with a soft blush on her cheeks. Max blinked a few times as he collected his thoughts before seeing the arachne smiling at him, with the cloud above drifting by and allowing the sun to shine down upon the girl as if to present her to him.

“Bermuda…” he softly said.

“Lelu and Grace aren’t the only ones who find you quite desirable, Max Harollson,” she coyly mused. “I just wanted you to know that before you make your final decision.”

“I… uh… I…”

“Don’t worry, I’m not trying to add even more pressure on you with this,” Bermuda assured him. “I know this is all a lot for you to deal with, and I know how much you’re worried about causing a rift between us with what happens next. So, while I do honestly hope you choose me in the end, I’ll still be happy to be just your friend if I’m not the lucky one. As long as I don’t lose you in my life, Max, I’ll survive. No matter what, I’ll be by your side.”

“Bermuda… thank you,” Max said, smiling at the arachne. The girl giggled softly while nodding at him, with a few moments of silence following as the two continued to stare at one another.

“So…” Bermuda slowly said.

“So…” Max repeated as well.

“So… don’t you think we should go and… you can have that little talk with Lelu and Grace?” Bermuda asked with a bashful smile. “Not that I mind you staring at me like that, it’s just…”

“Oh! Right! Sorry,” Max quickly said, the boy laughing weakly while the arachne slowly shook her head with a hand held to her cheek. “You’re right. Let’s get going and see how those two are doing. Hopefully they’ve calmed down enough so we can… have a talk together. Here’s hoping anyway.”

“Miracles can happen,” Bermuda quipped with a giggle. She and Max started walking down the pathway together, with him trying to focus on how to handle the delicate situation he was now in and not on the arachne skittering alongside him that was becoming more prominent in his mind. As he contemplated how to handle having three girls expressing their love for him, and also questioned if he was actually dreaming about such a rare prospect as that to begin with, Bermuda was having trouble keeping her eyes off the boy next to her that her heart continued beating heavily for.

‘I can’t believe it, I actually have a chance of Max becoming my boyfriend. He really likes me too, he may even love me. And he said I was perfect just the way I am! This is too good to be true! Alright, Bermuda, you can’t let this opportunity slip by. Lelu and Grace may be formidable opponents in the war for Max’s heart, but I’m not going to lose to them, no way. I won’t let anyone out there take Max’s eyes off me that easily.’

*****

“Oh come on, you’ve got to be kidding me!” Bermuda cried out in disbelief, the arachne now holding a hand over Max’s eyes while keeping him close to her. “Why is she doing that? Why?”

The two were standing together along with a few harpies clothed in nurses’ apparel, a couple of gremlins clad in white patient dresses, and a watcher that was holding a familiar looking white toga dress in hand. Aside from Max who wasn’t able to see anything at the moment, all of them were staring at something in surprise before them.

“What is she doing?” a gremlin asked in puzzlement before coughing.

“Oh dear,” a harpy worried.

“That is… unfortunate to witness,” the watcher softly said.

“Um, what’s going on?” Max asked, trying to pull Bermuda’s hand away from his face before the arachne held him tighter. “Is something wrong?”

Bermuda slowly shook her head as she watched a snow angel struggling against all odds to merely cross the open court in front of them in the warm sunlight. With incredibly slow steps, Arial strained to keep moving while breathing heavily and sweating profusely, her expression being dazed as she seemed close to losing consciousness. Her wings flinched while they were dripping, the droplets along with her sweat hitting the ground and being seen in a long trail leading back behind her. It was clear she was losing the fight against the sun to everyone, despite her unusual attempt at trying to cool herself off.

“Why is she naked?” Bermuda exclaimed, staring with wide eyes at the snow angel who had shed all her clothing and even her sandals during her trek.

“What? Naked? Who?” Max asked in confusion.

“Why is she naked? Why is she even out here?” Bermuda demanded in a fluster. “She’s supposed to be confined to her room, isn’t she?”

“We tried to stop her,” a harpy worried. “But we couldn’t. She just pushed all of us aside without the slightest trouble. Not even a watcher’s barrier could slow her down, she just walked right through it without even giving us a fleeting glance.”

“We were unable to persuade her to remain in her room,” the watcher explained. “We could not stop her from walking out here. No amount of words or force could halt her in the slightest. However, as soon as she entered the sunlight, she began to slow down immediately.”

“But why is Arial naked?” Bermuda stressed.

“Arial? Naked?” Max repeated. The arachne looked at him nervously while desperately trying to block sight of the exposed angel to him, the girl then turning to Arial again while shaking her head nervously.

‘For crying out loud, I already have enough competition for Max with Lelu and Grace, I don’t need him to start drooling over the sight of her body as well! What the hell, Arial? Have you no shame?’

“I believe she abandoned her clothing out of necessity,” the watcher mused, looking to the toga dress in her hand. “She must have removed all that she could in order to keep her body temperature down as much as possible. However, I fear discarding such things will not make enough of a difference for her.”

“Oh dear, I fear you may be correct,” a harpy fretted, herself and everyone watching as Arial finally dropped to her knees, wavered with a dazed groan, and the dropped forward onto the ground with a soft thump.

“Oh no. Arial,” Bermuda worried.

“What happened? Is she okay?” Max asked, pulling Bermuda’s hand away.

“Wait, don’t look, Max!” Bermuda cried out, reaching for him as he took a step forward. Before she could grab him, he quickly froze with wide eyes as he was rendered stunned from the sight. Bermuda stared at him in horror before turning to Arial, easily seeing along with all in the court the sight of the angel lying sprawled forward on the ground while still atop her knees, which allowed her onlookers the view of her bottom that was brazenly presented for them in broad daylight.

“Uh…” Max squeaked while blushing, right before his sight was again blocked by a harpy rushing forward and holding her wing across his face.

“Don’t look, dear. That’s not… proper,” the harpy frowned.

“I don’t believe walking through the monastery grounds naked is either,” another added with a sigh.

“That is not a graceful way to present oneself to others,” the watcher commented, shaking her head slowly.

“Why… why would she… why?” Bermuda whined in dismay. She looked to Max then back to Arial again while holding a hand to her head in distress.

‘Great, just great. Now Max has the image of an angel’s ass burned into his mind to compare with everyone else. How the hell am I supposed to compete with an angel’s body? Lelu and Grace were going to be enough of a challenge, but now… her too? Goddammit, Arial!’

“I don’t believe this,” she groaned, running a hand down her face in frustration.

“Uh… is she… is she okay?” Max shakily asked while the harpy continued to hold her wing over his face.

“She needs help! Move it, ladies!” a harpy urged as she and others rushed over to the unconscious snow angel.

“She’s getting too warm, keep the sun off her,” another ordered, herself and another harpy using their wings to block the light over the angel.

“Oh dear, the poor thing,” a harpy worried, kneeling beside the girl and examining her. “She’s melting. Oh no, she’s actually melting! Get her back to her room, right now!”

A troll and watcher rushed over to them, with the troll lifting Arial up into her arms while the harpies continued trying to shield her from the sunlight using their wings. The women quickly carried the angel out of the courtyard, with nearby residents and caregivers slowly dispersing after they left.

“That poor dear,” the harpy by Max said as she lowered her wing.

“What happened to her? Is she alright?” he asked, looking around for the missing angel.

“I believe she’ll be okay, as long as she stays in her room. That stubborn little angel, why wouldn’t she listen to us?” the harpy said, shaking her head. She headed off after the others who took Arial away, with Max watching her go with a concerned look while Bermuda slowly skittered up beside him.

“She really can’t go outside, can she?” he wondered.

“It would appear not,” Bermuda agreed. “At least not during the day. I still don’t understand why she came here to begin with. She comes down to a place that’s too hot for her to move around in, and she attacks Lelu and Grace without warning. What is with that girl?”

She then looked at Max curiously as he remained silent.

“Did she say anything to you or Silly earlier? Do you know why she’s here?”

“Yeah, we do,” Max replied with a small sigh. He turned his focus to something that caught his eye, with Bermuda then noticing Syliandanchevas walking up to them. The fey was looking back at where she saw Arial being taken away by the caregivers, her solemn gaze then turning onto Max and Bermuda as she came up to them.

“Sill- er… I mean, Syliandanchevas?” Bermuda asked. “What’s going on? Why was Arial trying to walk out here in the sunlight? Why would she do that?”

“I believe she wanted to complete her ‘mission’,” Syliandanchevas reasoned. “And had this not been a particularly sunny day, I fear she may have succeeded.”

“Complete her mission? What are you talking about? What mission?” the arachne wondered. She looked between Max and Syliandanchevas as they were exchanging knowing looks of concern, something that caused an uneasy frown to form on Bermuda’s face.

“What exactly did you learn from her?”

*****

Inside the jailhouse all was quiet. Within her cell, Lelu was slumped against the wall on the floor with her legs tucked in and arms held around herself, the young centaur having her head lowered while thinking about the boy she loved. In her own cell, Grace was sitting on her bed with her legs held close to her chest and head lowered onto her knees. The elf quietly sighed to herself before glancing up to see Lelu staring down at the ground with a saddened look on her face.

“Do you think Max’s sisters are okay?” Grace asked, getting a silent look from the centaur. “I was just thinking… they’re monster hunters, killing monsters is what they do best, right? But… if it was The Sisterhood they were going after… would they be able to fight that many and win?”

“Why are you asking me?” Lelu muttered. “How should I know? And why do you care anyway?”

“Because I’m worried about Max,” the elf replied, with Lelu watching her curiously. “If his sisters went off to fight The Sisterhood… what if it was too much for them? What if… they’re dead now? And if they’re dead… Max will have lost his entire family. Just like we did…”

“I don’t want to think about something as cruel and dark as that,” Lelu said, shaking her head. “I shudder to think how he would handle hearing such grim news.”

“It’s like Bermuda said,” Grace softly recalled. “We might be all he has left. Even if they are professional monster hunters… they have no idea how many The Sisterhood has with them. There’s so many of them… so many. Vale didn’t find his sisters when she searched for them. And she herself never came back after she went to check on my people in Green Haven. The Sisterhood… might have killed them all.”

“Stop speaking about them like they’re really dead,” Lelu snapped. “We don’t know that for certain. And I’d rather not consider that to even be an option. I don’t want to see Max suffer from hearing something as horrible as that. It was bad enough I had to lose the only family I had, it would break my heart to see Max losing the same.”

“So what about us?” Grace asked her. “We may be the only ones he has left in his life. And if that’s true, what are we supposed to do now? If he loses any of us, he’ll be hurting from that as well. What the fuck are we going to do to prevent that?”

“Simple. Leave my Max alone,” Lelu ordered.

“I will not leave my destined one alone,” Grace firmly argued. “I’m not backing off from being with that boy.”

“Well neither am I,” Lelu asserted.

“Alright, then what are we going to do?” Grace challenged her. “Clearly neither one of us is willing to step down from this fight. And Max is hoping to keep both of us in his life after the dust settles between us. If he picks me as his girlfriend, I bet you won’t be able to take that without all hell breaking loose. I know that because that’s how I would feel if I lost him in such a way, like fucking hell I would be able to accept that outcome. So, if that’s the case, what the hell are we supposed to do here? Because I honestly have no clue.”

“I don’t know,” Lelu said, looking down and away. The two girls fell silent with that troubling thought remaining at the forefront of their mind, not a word more being spoken between them. After a while, before either could speak to break the silence between them, the door to the jailhouse opened with a loud creak. Lelu and Grace quickly looked towards the hallway outside their cells, hearing footsteps approaching before seeing Syliandanchevas and a harpy coming into view.

“Girls,” the fey said, looking between them while crossing her arms. “Before I speak further, do either of you have anything you wish to say?”

“Please don’t kill us,” Lelu whimpered, pushing back against the wall.

“What the fuck happened to you earlier?” Grace asked, doing the same in her cell.

“I meant do you have anything you wish to say regarding your horrendous behavior earlier?” the fey clarified with a raised eyebrow. “Well, girls?”

Lelu and Grace looked to each other nervously for a moment before lowering their heads in remorse.

“Sorry,” they said together.

“Do you have anything you wish to say to me, and not the ground?” Syliandanchevas dryly corrected, with the girls twitching before turning to her with nervous frowns.

“Sorry,” they softly said again.

“I should hope you are. Now, regarding what happened with me earlier, I do wish to offer an apology for scaring you like that. Everything will be explained in due time, I promise. For now, you two need to listen to me, and you need to listen closely,” the fey warned before waving them closer. Lelu and Grace walked up to the bars of their cells while watching her worriedly, seeing the troubled look on the fey’s face while the harpy was watching them with an equally concerning expression.

“You are not off the hook for causing so much trouble today,” Syliandanchevas stated, adjusting her glasses. “However, we have a bit of an emergency and we need to deal with that first. The two of you are to be escorted off sanctuary grounds immediately.”

“What?” Lelu gasped in shock. “We have to leave Shadow’s Refuge?”

“You’re kicking us out?” Grace exclaimed. “Seriously? Isn’t that a bit much?”

“You don’t understand,” the fey replied. “This isn’t about the commotion you girls caused earlier. Of course that can be forgiven, we wouldn’t exile you for that. Both of you are going to be escorted out of here for your own safety.”

“I still don’t understand,” Lelu said, shaking her head while a troll walked up beside the women. The guard unlocked the centaur’s cell and then proceeded to do so to Grace’s, with Syliandanchevas opening the gate and taking hold of Lelu’s hand.

“Listen to me carefully,” the fey ordered. “Arial was sent here to kill you girls. You’re both marked for death by the angels. You’re in terrible danger.”

“We’re… what?” Lelu breathed out with wide eyes.

“She really was trying to fucking kill us?” Grace asked as she was let out of her cell. “Holy fuck. What the hell is her problem? What did we ever do to her?”

“You’re alive,” Syliandanchevas told her. “That’s the problem, Grace. According to Arial, you two were supposed to have died already, but you didn’t. Your fate ran astray, something happened that changed your destiny, and as such you were able to keep living. However, the angels don’t approve of such irregularities with fate. They sent an assassin down here to murder you two in response, to correct what they see as a problem. They sent Arial to do the deed.”

“She’s an assassin? From heaven?” Grace asked in disbelief.

“Angels are assassins?” Lelu said in fear.

“It would appear so,” the fey gravely agreed. “At least that’s how I’ve understood it so far. Now we’re working on any means we can to stop this, but for now, the best thing we can do is have you removed from sanctuary grounds before it’s too late.”

“What do you mean before it’s too late?” Grace nervously asked.

“That little angel is nearly unstoppable,” the harpy warned. “The only thing that’s kept her at bay is the sun’s warmth. But when the sun sets tonight and nightfall comes upon us, she will not be hindered so easily, or at all.”

“If we don’t get you out of here before the sun sets,” Syliandanchevas said while Lelu gripped her hand tightly. “There may be no stopping Arial in her search for you. And if she finds you…”

“Oh dear lord,” Lelu breathed out with wobbling legs.

“But you can stop her, can’t you?” Grace asked the fey. “You turned into a fucking beast in her room, you can do that again, can’t you?”

“It’s not that simple, Grace,” Syliandanchevas worried. “I may be able to slow her down, but I cannot defeat her. And even if I could, I don’t want to kill a little girl, especially a young angel. That wouldn’t be right. Also, even if I did do something as horrible as that, I’ve learned that doing so will not solve the issue at hand. In fact, it will only make it worse. Should Arial fail in her task, another more capable angel will be sent after you two in her place. And that angel will not fail in her task.”

“Oh… fuck…” Grace breathed out.

“We must move quickly, come with us, girls,” Syliandanchevas ordered, leading Lelu down the hallway. Grace was ushered after her by the harpy as they were led outside the jailhouse, where Max and Bermuda were waiting along with a few watchers standing near them.

“Max!” Lelu cried out, rushing forward and swooping the boy up into her arms. As his head was plunged into her large bosom and his body was swung around wildly in the centaur’s hold, Grace quickly pushed aside Syliandanchevas and ran over to them. She grabbed Max’s waist and struggled to pry him free while Lelu continued holding him tightly as if her life depended on it.

“Goddammit, let go of him, you fucking cow!” Grace yelled.

“Go away, you horrible little forest urchin!” Lelu shot back as the two wrestled with Max’s flailing body.

“Let him go, both of you!” Bermuda scolded, smacking the two girls’ heads. Lelu and Grace flinched and let go of Max who stumbled around in circles, his world coming back into focus while he was once again able to breathe.

“Ow, what was that for?” Lelu whined.

“You fucking bitch, you want a piece of this too?” Grace shouted while holding up a fist towards Bermuda.

“That’s enough, all of you!” Syliandanchevas called out. Everyone turned to see the fey brushing down her skirt while showing a dull stare at them. “We do not have time for your antics with each other. Right now we need to deal with the more pressing matter of an angel coming after Lelu and Grace with lethal intent.”

Max caught his breath and shook his head a bit before seeing the girls turning to him with nervous looks.

“She’s right,” he agreed. “I know we… have to talk about a few things between us, and we will. I promise. But right now this has to be dealt with first. We only have a few more hours of daylight left before nightfall comes, so we need to move quickly.”

“You’re leaving Shadow’s Refuge, right now,” Bermuda told them. “We’re going to escort you off sanctuary grounds to a safehouse we have on an overlook near the base of Red Peak. It’s a small home away from home we have that you can hide in while we… try to talk down Arial.”

“A safehouse? Out there?” Lelu questioned, pointing to the nearby compound ramparts.

“Oh great,” Grace morbidly said. “You’re taking us away from the only hallowed ground we have out here, aren’t you? Who knows what else is going to try killing us out there.”

“You won’t be on hallowed ground, but you’ll still be under watch by the harpies,” Syliandanchevas explained. “They have patrols that are always on alert for anyone coming into this land. If anything, Arial or otherwise, comes near you and poses a threat, the harpies will take you to safety. You don’t have to be afraid being outside these walls, we won’t let anything bad happen to you out there.”

“My sister and I will be staying with you as well,” a watcher added with a small bow. “You shall remain safe under our watch. We assure you.”

“Max? You’re coming with us, aren’t you?” Lelu asked the boy hopefully.

“No, he’s going to remain here,” Syliandanchevas answered, with Lelu and Grace showing surprise. “As I understand it, there’s some rather… heated issues taking place between you three, and we cannot have another loud commotion occurring that could draw Arial towards you. Right now, it would be best if you girls take this time to sort out your personal matters, and giving you some space from Max seems like a good way of doing so.”

“No. You can’t do this,” Lelu whined. “You can’t keep us apart like this. Max, please, don’t let them take me away from you. Do something.”

“I am,” Max assured her. “I’m going to talk to Arial. I’m going to try to reason with her, to talk her down from coming after you.”

“You can’t go near her, she’s fucking crazy!” Grace cried out. “She’ll tear you apart!”

“She’s not after Max, she’s after you two,” Bermuda pointed out. “She doesn’t seem interested in harming anyone other than those she’s been tasked with eliminating. Max is going to try reasoning with Arial, we both are. Hopefully we’ll manage to reach her before the sun sets.”

“We cannot fight Arial and win this,” Syliandanchevas said, resting a hand on Lelu’s shoulder. “We have to persuade her with our words, it’s the only way to save your lives. Max and Bermuda are going to speak in your defense, they will try to reason with her while there’s still time. I will do what I can as well, girls. Right now, you both must leave and take shelter away from here as a precaution. Please.”

“Max… I…” Lelu whimpered with teary eyes.

“I… you…” Grace uttered while nervously holding her hands together.

“I know,” Max gently said. “We’ll have our talk about everything when this is over. I promise. Until then, I’m going to do everything I can to keep that angel from coming after you, both of you. I won’t let Arial hurt either of you, I swear it. Once this is all taken care of, we’ll… take care of any other issues we have together. Okay?”

“Okay,” Lelu sniffled, nodding slowly. “If you say so.”

“But… but…” Grace anxiously fretted, seeming to be struggling with holding in her words as she wanted to say more.

“There’s no more time. You must go. Hurry,” Syliandanchevas urged.

“Come, children,” a watcher spoke up. “We will guide you to safety. Now is the time to depart.”

“But… but I…” Grace tried to argue with, being ignored as a watcher took hold of her hand and started leading her away. Another watcher took Lelu’s hand and guided the centaur after, with Lelu looking back to Max with worried eyes. After a few more steps, Grace yanked her hand free and ran back to Max, quickly hugging him while burying her face in his shoulder.

“Grace!” Lelu yelled out.

“I’m so sorry,” Grace whimpered, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry, Max. I’m sorry about everything. I’m sorry! I really am! I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!”

“Grace, it’ll be okay,” Max tried to assure the girl as he held her. “Try to calm down, we’ll get through this.”

The elf started to cry while her hands shakily held onto him, the girl slowly lifting her head to show him her teary eyes and quivering lips.

“I wanted to tell you… to say… to tell you that… that I… the truth is… is… I…”

“Grace?” Max softly wondered. The elf held back her sobs while slowly shaking her head, the girl wiping her tears away while the watcher came up behind her.

“If I don’t live to see you again,” Grace managed to say, pausing for a moment before closing her eyes. “Then… I want you to know that… no matter what happens, I… I want you to know…”

“We must go, child,” the watcher said, reaching out for her.

“I love you,” Grace said before kissing Max. He stared at her in surprise while the girl had her eyes closed with a few tears slipping out, her hands gently holding onto his arms while he remained frozen in place. Lelu stared with wide eyes at the sight while everyone else remained silent with curious looks. The watcher behind Grace halted as she saw the elf kissing Max, the woman turning her unseen gaze over to Syliandanchevas who glanced to her and nodded. With that, the watcher took Grace’s hand and pulled her away, the girl stumbling in her steps while looking back at Max with worried eyes.

“Please forgive me,” she said while being led away. “Please, Max. Please forgive me!”

Lelu trembled in frustration while growling at the elf before turning to Max with a nervous frown, seeing the boy staring at Grace while rendered speechless. He then looked to her while trying and failing to speak, with Lelu opening her mouth to say something before being escorted off by her guardian as well.

“We must go, right now,” the watcher insisted.

“But… but… Max,” Lelu whimpered, being pulled along by the watcher while Grace kept her eyes on him for as long as she was able. After the two were taken off out of sight behind the monastery, Max remained silent with a worried look as he slowly lowered his head.

“Max?” Syliandanchevas asked. “Are you alright?”

“Max?” Bermuda worried.

Taking a slow breath, Max then sharply ruffled his hair before looking back behind him with a determined expression. He turned to walk away before Bermuda grabbed his hand to halt him.

“Max?” she asked again.

“I need to make Arial stop this,” he declared. “No matter what it takes, I’m not going to let her harm either of them. I won’t let her. I don’t care how strong she is, or if she really is an angel from the heavens, I’m not going to let her take them away from me like this.”

Marching off to confront the snow angel, Max left Bermuda standing there in awe for a moment, the arachne then blinking before she quickly skittered after him.

“Do you think his pleas for mercy will be heard by that angel?” the harpy next to Syliandanchevas wondered. The fey observed Max walking away with Bermuda following behind, showing a faint smile on her face as she noticed how adamant the boy was about his task.

“I’m not sure, but it seems Lelu and Grace have someone who would stand up to the angels themselves in order to protect them from harm. Those girls must truly be special in his eyes.”

“I’ve never known a human boy to be so brave like that,” the harpy mentioned. “And all for monsters, too. What is it that pushes him to be so bold as to challenge the will of angels in order to save those two girls?”

“I can only think of one thing that would motivate him to do so something as dangerous as this,” Syliandanchevas reasoned. She looked back to where Lelu and Grace were escorted away before turning to the harpy with a small shrug.

“Love.”




Chapter 5

To Challenge Fate

When it came to the idea of fate in the world of Eden, there were different theories as to how it affected those tied in its thread. Perhaps someone’s life was preordained how it would play out in its entirety from the moment they came into the world, with their actions and inevitable demise being all but certain. Or maybe fate wasn’t so strict, and the notion of free will allowed an individual to shape their destiny and others as well, if only slightly. Whether it be for selfish motives or out of love for another, was it truly possible for someone to go against what was set in place by a greater power?

And if so, what would that say about the strength of such a defiant soul?

*****

“So…” Bermuda slowly said with a nervous frown. “You want to talk to her first, or…”

“Yeah…” Max carefully replied. “I guess… I should, huh?”

“Well then… good luck,” the arachne said, standing beside Max as the two were at the top of the lowering walkway that led to the basement level of the monastery. Beside them were a few watchers and trolls dressed in white tunics, along with three harpies that were staying behind them as everyone was observing the same thing at the base of the ramp with a noticeable tension in the air. Where the sunlight was cut off from the overhead ceiling for the lower hallway, ice was seen to be covering all the walls and floor while a chilling mist was lingering near the ground. And standing in the shade with her wings glinting from the light of a nearby lantern on the wall was Arial, the angel now clothed again and merely staring back at them with a cold, solemn look of her own.

“On second thought,” Bermuda said, taking hold of Max’s hand. “Don’t go down there. Please, Max.”

“I have to try and talk to her, Bermuda,” Max insisted, pulling free and taking a step forward.

“I fear she may not listen to you,” a watcher warned, shaking her head slowly. “She has ignored all of our requests for her to stay in her room. She did not even notice when we used our magic to keep her in her quarters. Nothing we did could stop her from coming this far. It is only because of the sun’s warmth that she is trapped down there.”

“She won’t be trapped for long,” Max worried, looking back behind and up towards the nearby mountain range. Daylight was still shining down from above the towering peaks, however the sun was slowly drifting past the mountains with a large shadow gradually creeping down along the slopes towards the monastery.

“She’s just… staring at us,” Bermuda mentioned, seeing the cold look in Arial’s eyes as the angel remained silent and still in her frozen corridor. “She’s giving me the creeps. I don’t get it, I thought Silly scared her into behaving earlier. Why doesn’t she stay in her room like she was told?”

“Looks like she isn’t giving up on her mission that easily,” Max worried. “But it doesn’t seem like she can get any further than this.”

“She’s waiting for her moment to step out here,” a watcher cautioned. “She knows the sun will slow her down and weaken her. She’s merely waiting for the day to come to its end now.”

“At which point, what the hell are we supposed to do?” a troll asked. “According to the headmistress, that little angel there is out for blood with those two children that are being taken away to safety. Not only that, but she’s looking to start a fight with the other angel we have staying here, a fight that could place everyone’s lives in great danger. How are we supposed to handle this without Shadow’s Refuge being destroyed in the process?”

“Oh dear god,” a harpy breathed out in fright, watching as Arial slowly formed her ice claws that she flexed at her sides. “She’s preparing for her hunt. What do we do?”

“She is an angel, isn’t she?” another harpy worried. “She looks like one, but the way she’s scaring me with those chilling eyes and dangerous claws… that isn’t how an angel should make someone feel, is it?”

“What should we do?” a third harpy feared. “When the sun sets there will be no stopping her.”

Max slowly took a step forward, carefully observing the young angel while feeling the air turning cold from a chilling draft coming from the lower hallway.

“Arial?” he called out. “Can we… talk?”

The angel remained silent as she watched him slowly approaching her. Bermuda held in her nervous whine and skittered behind him, with the two venturing down the walkway towards the monstergirl that was exuding a chilling aura in more ways than one.

“We’re coming down, alright?” Bermuda said with a weak smile. “Please… don’t kill us or anything, okay?”

“Should we really let them do this?” a harpy fretted. “That angel is dangerous.”

“She hasn’t threatened anyone else since coming here,” a troll reasoned, shaking her head. “She only seems to want to harm those she was assigned to. Let’s just hope those kids can talk her down from this. If not, we’d better prepare for the worst.”

“Arial?” Max said, with himself and Bermuda now standing before the angel at the bottom of the slope. Right in front of them was the darkened hallway that was coated in ice, with Arial merely observing the human and arachne before her from inside the shadows.

“Please, Arial,” Bermuda begged. “Please don’t do this.”

“You don’t have to kill Lelu and Grace,” Max insisted. “You don’t have to do this, Arial.”

“I already told you,” Arial flatly replied. “They must die. It must be done.”

“That’s not true, Arial,” Max argued. “You don’t have to kill them.”

“You know what will happen to them if I don’t,” Arial warned. “Their souls will rot. They will be damned for certain. I have to do this. Not only to keep the grand order of all things, but also to save them from eternal torment.”

“Syliandanchevas said there was another way,” Max reasoned. “She spoke with the angel you’re here to kill and learned of a way they can be saved.”

“Valentina,” Arial growled. “Do not listen to that blasphemer. She tells only lies. Where is she, she too must pay for betraying the grand order.”

“Just tell us this, is it true that if Lelu and Grace serve a great purpose in this world, their souls can be saved?” Bermuda quickly asked. Arial stared at her in silence as the arachne held her hands together anxiously. “Well, is it? Can they be spared execution if they do that?”

“Valentina spoke of that, did she?” Arial questioned with a raised eyebrow.

“Will that work?” Max asked. “Can that save their lives?”

“It’s not that simple,” Arial answered with a sigh. “Their souls may be given an extension of life should they serve a great and necessary purpose in this world. However, if they have not already been fated to do so, it is incredibly unlikely that such an occurrence will take place.”

“But it is true, isn’t it?” Max wondered. “Should they find some great purpose in the world, you’ll let them live, won’t you?”

“I would. But it won’t happen,” Arial argued.

“We have to try, Arial,” Max insisted. “We have to try and save them however we can. Please, help us. What can they do to be given an extension of life? What would be a great purpose in the eyes of the angels that will earn them that gift?”

“I don’t know. Such a miracle has never happened for as long as I’ve been alive. They would need to do something so extraordinary, so important, so critical for the fate of Eden that the grand order would deem it necessary for them to keep living as they are. I cannot imagine what such a purpose would be, or how you would be able to find it for them.”

“It would have to be that big of a deal, huh?” Bermuda worried. “But… but they’re so young still, they have their whole lives ahead of them. Surely they could do something noble and noteworthy with their lives if given the chance.”

“And should they die before doing so?” Arial quizzed her. “The odds of them becoming part of something so important that the grand order would give them an extension of life are next to zero. Are you willing to risk their souls on such a gamble? Are they? Are they prepared for the inevitable outcome of being damned for all eternity should they fail?”

Max and Bermuda fell silent from that, the two slowly looking to each other with growing dread before back at Arial who shook her head at them.

“I will not take that risk, nor should any of you. This is not a game. This is life and death. And right now, their life is about to run out. I must complete my mission. If you value their souls, you will not get in my way.”

“Arial… don’t do this…” Max begged.

Arial carefully raised her hand up towards him, holding her ice claw over the side of his head as she gently held him with a cold touch.

“I will not make them suffer, Max,” she promised. “I will kill them, and I will do so quickly. I am not here to cause them torment. I am here to save them from it. Please try to understand.”

“There has to be another way of saving them,” Max softly said. “This can’t be the only way.”

“This is what must be done,” Arial asserted, lowering her claw to her side. “This is my job. And I will not fail with it.”

“But… Arial…” Max said. “Please, just give us a chance to at least try to help them. Maybe… maybe we can find something for them to do that will buy them more time. Maybe we can.”

“The answer is no,” Arial stated. “I must fulfill my purpose. You may hate me for that if you wish, however I will not abandon my mission. I will not fail my task.”

“Arial… please…”

“No,” Arial said, then turned her focus towards the women at the top of the ramp with her chilling stare. Max opened his mouth to speak, however nothing more came out as he didn’t know what to say. Turning to Bermuda, he saw the arachne also struggling to come up with a persuasive argument.

“But… they… and we… you can’t just… and what about… arg,” Bermuda groaned before showing a frustrated grimace at the angel. “Seriously, it’s like talking to a frozen brick wall with her. Forget this. We tried appealing to her good side but it seems she just doesn’t have one. Let’s go, Max. She’s never going to listen to us.”

“But we can’t let this happen, Bermuda,” Max argued. “We have to do something, we have to reason with her somehow.”

“We will do something, Max,” Bermuda agreed. “I have a plan. Let’s go.”

She shot Arial one last glare before skittering up the ramp. Max watched her heading up to the women at the top and speaking to them before he turned to Arial with a worried expression.

“You really won’t listen to us, will you?” he asked.

“I have listened, Max. It is you who doesn’t want to hear what I said,” Arial corrected, shaking her head a little. Max sighed before he started making his way up the walkway, taking a few steps before stopping and glancing back at the angel.

“We’ll be back again, we’re not done talking about this,” he told her. “In the meanwhile, it’s almost dinner time. Are you… hungry? Would you like something to eat while… waiting here like this?”

“I do not require food,” Arial flatly said. “Angels do not need to eat like you do.”

“What do you mean you don’t need to eat? Everyone has to eat.”

“Angels do not need to eat to survive. We are blessed with eternal energy by the will of the grand order so we may serve it.”

“Really?” Max asked curiously. “You don’t need to ever eat anything? You never get hungry or thirsty?”

“Never,” Arial answered, shaking her head.

“That’s… amazing,” Max softly said. He blinked then looked up thoughtfully. “Wait a minute… angels never eat anything? But then…”

He paused for a moment before quickly heading up the walkway towards the others, with Bermuda waving her hand down towards Arial with an expectant look at the women who were staring at her in puzzlement.

“Just do it, alright?” the arachne insisted. “She’s weak against fire, remember? Block off the tunnel with a big bonfire, that should keep her contained for the time being.”

“You want us to try and trap the angel down there by starting a fire in front of the tunnel?” a troll carefully asked.

“I don’t believe such a plan will work, child,” a watcher said, shaking her head slowly.

“If we start a fire and block the entrance,” a harpy warned. “It’s going to fill the basement level with smoke. The poor dear won’t be able to breathe down there, we’ll be killing her.”

“Not to mention she’s ridiculously strong, remember?” a troll pointed out. “She could just break through the ceiling and escape if she were so inclined.”

“And also, couldn’t she just put out the fire with her ice magic?” another harpy said, with Bermuda frantically trying and failing to argue their points with shaky utterances. “I don’t imagine she would have any trouble in doing so.”

“But… but… but…” Bermuda whined, hopping atop her legs. “It could work, I know it could! Besides, what else can we do? Fire is the only thing that stops her, once the sun goes down how else are we supposed to keep her from getting out?”

“We’re not starting a fire inside Shadow’s Refuge,” a troll argued, shaking her head. “We have to think of something else.”

“Excuse me, but I have a question,” Max said, with everyone turning to him as he scratched his head in confusion. “Um, this might sound silly, but… is it true angels really don’t eat anything like we do?”

“What are you talking about?” Bermuda asked, shaking her head. “Of course they have to eat like we do, all living things have to eat.”

“Valentina has been eating all the meals we’ve brought to her in her room,” a harpy mentioned. “She’s been rather… rude with her comments about the quality of what we’ve provided, but she has been eating everything we put in front of her nonetheless.”

“But Arial just said she never eats anything,” Max said, pointing down to the snow angel. “She said angels don’t need to eat because they’re blessed with eternal energy by the grand order, whatever that means.”

“She said that?” Bermuda asked curiously. “But… Valentina eats three meals a day just like the rest of us.”

“Strange,” a watcher remarked. “Why would she choose to consume that which she openly complains about if it were not necessary for her?”

“A good question,” Bermuda carefully pondered. “Something isn’t right here.”

“Let’s go talk to her, Bermuda,” Max suggested, getting a curious look from the arachne. “Arial isn’t budging despite our pleas. Maybe Valentina can help us think of a way to save Lelu and Grace.”

“But Silly already talked to her and wasn’t given any other answers herself.”

“That doesn’t mean Valentina does not have the answer we’re looking for,” Max pointed out, shaking his head. “It just means we have to try harder to get it from her. There’s something different about Valentina compared to Arial, there’s something we’re not seeing about their kind that might help us with this problem. Talking to her might be our only move right now.”

“I would advise caution with that idea, child,” a watcher warned. “Arial has shown to be capable of conversing with. She does not hold anger or malice in her heart, nor does she threaten those that approach her. She acts… civil, despite her extreme intentions. Valentina, however, possesses none of those qualities.”

“She is rather difficult to deal with,” a harpy frowned.

“Even so, we need to try,” Max insisted. “It’s either that or wait for sundown, and what comes after.”

Everyone looked back down the lowering ramp to where Arial was watching them from inside the darkened tunnel, her wings glinting along with her claws while her cold stare remained fixated on them.

“Well then,” Bermuda said with a gulp. “What are we waiting for? We’ve already come face to face with an angel of death once today. What’s the worst that can happen if we do it twice?”

*****

“I am seriously in shock at how angels really are in this world,” Bermuda flatly said, herself and Max standing inside a bedroom with a watcher remaining behind them in the open door. They, along with two other harpies in the room, were observing with uncomfortable silence the sight of Valentina sitting on her bed and ruthlessly devouring a large hunk of seared meat off its bone that she held in both hands. The angel hungrily ate the meat off the bone then drank from a bottle of wine with heavy gulps, the woman downing the entire bottle before letting out a long belch.

“Ha! At least the booze here is something I can keep down easy enough,” the angel laughed as she tossed the bone aside onto a platter on the bed that held several more. “Though whatever the fuck that was you people call food certainly didn’t go down without a struggle. Is that seriously the best you can prepare for a holy angel of the heavens? How pathetic and detestable that you would dare feed someone as great as I that disgusting pig shit.”

The harpies lowered their heads with flinching grimaces while the watcher at the door slowly shook her head. Max was staring at the angel in bewilderment with Bermuda slowly breathing out in aggravation at his side, the two watching as the angel looked at the empty bottle she had before she threw it down in front of a harpy. The glass shattered as the woman yelped and backed away, her eyes nervously going from the broken shards at her feet to the angel that was glaring at her with a flinching scowl.

“I’m still thirsty. Bring me another, and make it snappy,” the angel ordered, waving her off.

“Uh… I… er, o-okay,” the harpy shakily replied, nodding fearfully. “Right away… my dear.”

“No, I think she’s had enough,” Bermuda spoke up, skittering forward. “You ladies can leave now. We need to have a talk with our esteemed guest.”

“I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough, you little insect,” Valentina snapped at her. “Now get out of my sight, I’m in no mood to deal with the bugs that crawl through this lousy dump.”

“This woman is really an angel?” Max questioned with serious doubt.

“Not quite the word I would use,” one of the harpies quietly mentioned as they quickly took their leave. The two women hurried past the watcher out the door and hastily trotted down the hall, with one bumping into someone before staggering back.

“Oh, excuse me,” she said, then immediately jumped in surprise before trembling nervously.

“That’s quite alright, dear,” a harpy replied as she regained her balance. The monstergirl was dressed differently compared to the caregivers at the monastery, with her legs having crimson ribbons tied around her ankles, a short black and red skirt worn around her wide hips, a beige and crimson corset with black string that held her larger bust, and a small white cape with golden edgings hanging off her back. The woman’s wings had brown feathers that shifted to a black color near the tips, her long brunette hair was curled towards the ends while resting on her back and down against her left breast, atop her head was a golden leaflet circlet with a crimson silk veil, around her neck was a silver necklace with a golden cross adorned with small diamonds that rested over her cleavage, and her violet eyes observed the harpies standing before her as she displayed a curious smirk on her face.

“My lady,” the nervous caregiver said before bowing along with her companion.

“My lady,” her friend quickly said as well.

“Now now, my dear sisters of the light,” the newcomer chuckled, motioning them to rise. “There’s no need for such formalities down here, we are not in the presence of our revered chieftess. You may address me by name, it’s quite alright.”

“Yes, of course, my lady. Oh, I mean, Scarlet,” the caregiver humbly replied.

“That’s better,” Scarlet said with a slow nod. “Now then, what seems to be the rush? Is everything alright?”

“Well, um…” a harpy said, glancing behind them nervously.

“We were just… fetching more wine for… the angel,” her companion explained with a worried frown.

“I see,” Scarlet mused, looking at them carefully before eyeing the doorway with the watcher standing beside it. “She wants more wine, does she?”

“Yes. She… wants more.”

“Well we must make sure our guest is comfortable during her stay here,” Scarlet reasoned. “That is, of course, if she really is a guest worthy of comfort.”

“My lady?” a harpy wondered.

“What did I just say to you moments before?” Scarlet asked with a small sigh.

“Oh! Right. Sorry. Scarlet,” the harpy nervously replied.

“It’s quite alright,” Scarlet assured, walking past them. “Anyway, I’m here to examine this… angel, and learn who exactly she is. Our chieftess has been rather curious as of late regarding the arrival of two supposed angels in our land, and grows impatient for a clear answer from the headmaster. Where is he anyway?”

“Headmaster VelRyan is away right now,” a harpy explained, with Scarlet glancing back to her questionably. “Headmistress Syliandanchevas is overseeing Shadow’s Refuge in his stead until he returns. I believe he is searching for a missing caregiver who has yet to return from her expedition outside our walls. Vale is her name.”

“Ah yes, the pixie,” Scarlet mused. “She’s missing, you say? That’s not good. I do hope the headmaster is able to bring her back safely. I will pray for his success. And, the headmistress?”

“I’m not sure where she is at the moment,” a harpy answered with a shrug. “I do know she’s been talking with the two angels about their arrival. I have not been made aware of anything more though.”

“That’s alright. This is a rather sensitive matter, so I don’t expect everyone down here to know all the specifics. Thank you, both of you. You can go now, leave this one and her… needs to me. You are excused.”

“As you wish,” the two harpies replied with bows. They headed off down the hallway while Scarlet walked over to the watcher, with the hooded woman bowing slightly and moving aside for her to enter the room. Upon doing so she stopped while raising an eyebrow in question as she observed the one who was supposedly an angel of the heavens.

“Would you two fucking get lost already?” Valentina complained, lying back on her bed and picking her teeth while staring at the ceiling with an uninterested gaze. “And tell that bitch to hurry up with my wine. I’m still thirsty here.”

“As much as we would love to leave you be right now,” Bermuda said, crossing her arms with a flinching scowl at the angel. “We need to speak with you about Arial.”

“I already told the stupid little lamb what you wanted to know. Now get out before I smite you in the name of some fucking peace and quiet around here,” Valentina scoffed before waving them away.

“This is really what angels are like?” Max questioned.

“That’s what I want to know,” Scarlet said, walking up behind and catching their attention. “So, you’re the angel I’ve been hearing about, are you?”

“For crying out loud, what part of get lost don’t you insects understand?” Valentina shouted at them. “I’m at the end of my patience with you all! Get out, or so help me I’ll-”

“You’ll what, my dear?” Scarlet asked, tilting her head with a solemn expression. “Do tell me, what is it a merciful and holy maiden such as yourself would dare do to myself or these innocent children?”

“Alright, that’s it,” Valentina snarled, getting onto her feet while her wings arched up behind her. “I warned you, but you just wouldn’t listen. Say your final prayers, bitch, because you’re not getting away with a simple warning again.”

Using her wings, Scarlet gently pushed Bermuda and Max aside, the harpy motioning with her head for them to move away while giving Valentina a dull stare. Slowly, Max and Bermuda stepped away from the harpy towards the wall, watching as the woman showed no fear towards the angel that was growling loudly at her.

“I only pray to the one true god,” Scarlet quipped. “And that is certainly not you.”

“Oh how wrong you are, you ignorant bird,” Valentina scorned. She clenched her fist while her wings gave off a bright glow, her furious growl being ignored by Scarlet who merely watched the angel with eyes that seemed to become dull and unfocused. With a furious yell, Valentina prepared to strike the harpy while Max and Bermuda gasped in shock.

“Don’t hurt her!” Max pleaded.

“Wait, stop!” Bermuda cried out.

Valentina started to swing her fist towards the harpy, only to then suddenly be thrown back by something grabbing onto her from behind. The angel let out a loud scream as she was swung around before being slammed onto the ground, the woman coughing and rolling onto her back before shaking her head quickly. She then noticed Scarlet standing over her, the harpy glaring down at her while everything else around them appeared to have faded to a bleak color spectrum. A muffled thump was heard, with the angel glancing over before jumping in surprise at seeing her own body collapsing and lying motionless on the floor, right in front of a copy of Scarlet who was still standing before the angel’s body while having all the color removed from her as well.

“What the fuck?” Valentina cried out. “What is this? What the fucking hell happened to me?”

“Such foul language,” the Scarlet standing over her remarked, shaking her head slowly.

“What the heck?” Max said, staring at Valentina’s body that was lying before them. “What happened to her?”

“I don’t know,” Bermuda worried, shaking her head nervously. “She just… dropped like a rock. Is she… is she dead?”

“No, she’s not dead, child,” Scarlet replied, getting their attention as the harpy appeared to be in a trance while standing in front of them. She was talking while not looking at anything, with the other copy of her speaking at the same time as she observed Valentina at her feet.

“I’ve merely lifted her spirit so as to have a civil discussion with her about a few things. This way she will not pose a danger to anyone should she become… unpleasant. Please wait a moment while I talk with her in private, okay?”

“Lifted… her spirit?” Max wondered, exchanging a puzzled look with Bermuda.

“Lifted my spirit?” Valentina asked while staring at the harpy’s spirit that was standing over her. Scarlet promptly grabbed the angel by the head using her foot, swung the woman’s spirit over and slammed her into the ground with a powerful impact, and then did so twice more before throwing her against the wall that she sprawled back against with a dazed groan.

“Yes, precisely,” Scarlet said before darting forward and striking her foot against the angel’s chest, her toes clutching the stunned monstergirl’s neck while her talons were felt digging into her back with a sharp grip. Valentina grabbed her foot and struggled to pry it free, being unable to do so while the harpy merely examined her with a stern glare as she kept the angel pinned against the wall.

“What the fuck is this? What are you anyway?” Valentina demanded, bashing her fist onto the harpy’s leg, doing nothing to budge it in the least.

“My name is Scarlet. I am a priestess of the Temple of Worship within Red Peak, and servant to our holiness, Chieftess Meruhnessa,” the harpy formally announced. “I am here on order from my chieftess to investigate the sudden appearance of what we were told are angels descending upon our land, right in our own front yard no less. However, I am not impressed by what I’ve seen so far. Such foul and despicable behavior from you, I must say I don’t even believe you are an angel at all. Who are you, really? Tell me the truth.”

“I’m the one who’s going to fucking kill you, you goddamned bird!” Valentina roared. She was then shoved against the wall with a painful grunt before yanked over and slammed down onto the ground by the harpy who treated the angel’s spirit like a ragdoll. Scarlet stomped her onto the ground a few times with heavy impacts before pinning her to the wall again, leaving Valentina groaning in a daze while she feebly tried to move the harpy’s foot off her.

“Your spirit is so weak and afraid,” Scarlet condemned. “There’s so much hatred in your heart, so much anger. You’re not a holy angel at all. How dare you impersonate one in front of all of us on hallowed ground like this. Explain yourself this instant. Who are you, deceiver?”

“What the fuck… how are you this strong?” Valentina coughed. “You’re just a stupid bird.”

“My faith makes me strong,” Scarlet boldly said. “My conviction gives my spirit strength. Now answer me, who are you really, or else I will send you down to hell for your sacrilegious deception. I may be a maiden of the light, but I hold no reservations about striking down a demon in disguise.”

“What deception?” Valentina retorted. “I’ve told no lies about who or what I am.”

“You’re not an angel,” Scarlet argued.

“And why do you say that? Can’t you see with your own eyes what I am?”

“Your spirit is frail and confused,” Scarlet pointed out. “You would dare threaten children and even myself with hateful violence. You make demands of those that serve the lord’s will as if they are meant to serve you instead. You carry yourself with the grace and modesty of a vile demon rather than a holy maiden of the heavens.”

She glanced to the bed where a platter with bones resting atop it was seen before showing a stern glare at Valentina.

“And you consume that which is meant for those that reside here in this blessed sanctuary. If you truly are an angel, you would have no need for such things. Angels do not eat the food of mortals. So, I’ll ask you one more time. Just who the hell are you?”

“I am Valentina,” the woman scoffed with a bitter smile.

“And what are you?” Scarlet carefully inquired.

“An angel. But if you want to be specific, I’m a fallen angel of a twisted heaven, and damn proud of it too.”

“Fallen angel?” Scarlet cautiously repeated. “You’re a fallen angel? Then that means…”

“I am no longer blessed by the good lord above,” Valentina mocked. “I was exiled from that domain long ago. Now I need to eat the same crap everyone else does down here in order to keep living. Unlike other angels, I don’t get to live off of ‘faith’ and ‘good behavior’ anymore. Not after what I did.”

“You sinned,” Scarlet realized in disgust. “You went against your lord and committed an unforgivable sin. You were cast out of the heavens for your crimes against the divine.”

“My only sin was refusing to obey those fucking cunts,” Valentina scoffed. “That and their stupid laws. Their whole ‘grand order’ is nothing but a joke. They think they’re all so high and mighty, that they’re doing the will of god and the natural order of all things, but I could see that was nothing but horseshit. Well, they didn’t like that, they didn’t like that one of their pawns started thinking for herself, so they cast me out. I’m no longer part of their damned collective, and for that I’m fucking thankful. I can do whatever I want now, free will is amazing like that, and I’m going to live my life how I deem fit, not how they demand of me.”

“Disobedience may have played a part in it, however I feel there’s something else you’re not divulging with the reasoning behind your banishment. What did you do to receive their condemnation? What was the sin you committed that resulted in becoming a pariah of the heavens?”

“I might have taken a certain holy relic with me on my way out,” Valentina chuckled. “That and I might have used it to cut down those that tried to get in my way.”

“You’re a traitor among angels,” Scarlet condemned. “And a murderer of your own kin. How very disappointing to hear that. And to what do we owe the misfortune of being plagued with a visit from someone as unholy as you?”

“I was brought here, by your people,” Valentina smirked. “They wanted to help me after I ran into some trouble out there. It wasn’t my choice to come here, it was theirs.”

“I see. Well, I cannot condemn them for wishing to help someone in need, even if it was a fallen angel such as yourself. However, it appears you have made a full recovery, and as such, I believe it is time for you to take your leave.”

“I’ll leave when I’m ready. But don’t you worry, I have no intention of staying here in this filthy hole you bugs call home any longer than I need to.”

“And why is it you’re not ready to leave now? Surely you have the strength to fly away whenever you want, or at the very least walk out of here on your own two legs. Why do you wish to remain here?”

“That’s none of your concern, bitch. Just know that when I’m ready, I will take my leave from here. I will gladly do so. What happens to you and your precious sanctuary after that, well, that will be up to fate, won’t it?”

“Just as you now are,” Scarlet warned. “I’ve studied much about you and your kind. Fallen angels are not above anyone else when it comes to the hand of fate and its judgement. You only have so much life within your soul, just as we all do. You’re like us now, with your thread in the grand order being just as vulnerable to being snipped. It’s only a matter of time before your time runs out, just as it is for all living things. And with that truth, I will offer this one warning to you, Valentina…”

Leaning close to the angel’s face, the harpy displayed a stern glare that seemed to pierce right through Valentina’s scowl of contempt.

“If any demon, or demon in angel’s clothing, dares threaten our peace and sanctity, we will cleanse them with righteous condemnation. I can easily separate your spirit from your body as you’ve now witnessed. Making that separation permanent would not be a difficult task for me.”

“Are you threatening me?” Valentina snidely questioned her with a bitter smile. “You think I’m afraid of you?”

“I don’t know, are you?” Scarlet asked, then pressed her foot against Valentina’s chest, causing the angel to groan and scream in pain as she was crushed against the unbreakable wall behind her. Unable to budge the harpy’s foot, Valentina then looked at the bird in frustration while Scarlet displayed a solemn look at her.

“Your spirit seems afraid to me. But I suppose that cannot be helped. You are, after all, a fallen angel of sin.”

“And damn proud of it,” Valentina retorted with a stern smile. Scarlet slowly shook her head before she let the angel go and stepped back, watching as Valentina rubbed her chest with a low growl before she smirked at the harpy with a small chuckle.

“Well, this has been interesting,” Valentina mocked. “I certainly didn’t expect one of you little birds to surprise me like this. The next time I’m in the mood for some roasted pheasant, I’ll be mindful while plucking the feathers and breaking its neck. Now, is there anything else you want to ask me, or are we done here?”

“That depends. What exactly are your intentions here at Shadow’s Refuge?”

“Why, to rest my body and soul, and rejuvenate my spirit, of course,” Valentina replied with a mean smile.

“And would that by chance involve anything… sinful on this hallowed ground of ours?”

“That depends. Am I going to be brought my wine anytime soon, or do I need to raise a fuss about your lack of generous hospitality toward an angel?”

“If it’s wine you desire, I would be honored to assist with that,” Scarlet said with a sharp eye on the woman. “I’ve read from many scriptures that the blood of an angel makes for a drink most divine. Perhaps we can determine if there is any truth behind them. Shall I fetch you a glass, dear?”

Valentina remained silent as the harpy glared at her, seeing not a trace of fear in her eyes but rather a chilling gleam in them.

“I suppose water will suffice for now,” the angel reluctantly said.

“If you say so,” Scarlet mused with a small shrug. “However, should you change your mind, do let me know. Or if you prefer, raise your hand towards anyone in this sanctuary once more, and we will find out right then and there how divine your blood really is.”

Walking up to the angel, Scarlet stared deeply into her eyes.

“That, my dear, was a threat.”

“You’re really a harpy, are you?” Valentina carefully questioned.

“Can’t you see with your own eyes what I am?” Scarlet quipped, tilting her head slightly. “Of course I am a harpy. A harpy who is a humble servant to the light and a faithful acolyte of the elysian will of our one true god.”

She then reached out with her foot and grabbed hold of Valentina’s arm, clutching it tightly while smirking a little.

“And damn proud of it.”

With that she then swung the surprised angel aside, throwing her into her body on the ground which she phased into with a yelp. Valentina scrambled about on the floor as she regained her senses, her eyes slowly focusing again to show everything having returned to its normal color while sound was again heard around her.

“Are… are you okay?” Max asked, with the angel turning to see the boy along with Bermuda and the watcher standing nearby while observing her. Valentina slowly got onto her feet before turning to Scarlet, the harpy remaining still for a moment longer before blinking with eyes focusing again.

“She’s fine,” the harpy said, staring at the tense angel with a calm gaze. “There’s no cause for alarm. Isn’t that right, Valentina?”

“What the fuck did you just do to me?” Valentina demanded. “What kind of harpy are you anyway?”

“I already told you. I am a priestess of the Temple of Worship within Red Peak, and servant to our holiness, Chieftess Meruhnessa. As for what you experienced just now, that is a special shamanistic ability known as spirit walking. I merely lifted your spirit out of your body with my own. What did you think of it?”

“Not impressed,” Valentina grunted with a flinching scowl.

“Spirit walking?” Max repeated. “You can… lift someone’s spirit right out of their body?”

“I didn’t know the harpies of Red Peak knew how to do that,” Bermuda marveled. “That’s amazing.”

“Only a few of my clergy know of such magic,” Scarlet reasoned with a shrug. “And of those, even fewer have mastered the use of it. It is a special magic used by our shamanistic sisters from the Keyero massif that runs along the western mountains bordering the Clar Juveran region. We’ve learned this incredible skill from a few of their spiritualists we’ve encountered. Although it takes a strong spirit to use such magic, our faith allows us to surmount any challenge laid before us.”

“Wow, that’s really interesting,” Valentina scoffed. “Thank you so much for sharing your stupid life story with us. Now would you all mind getting the fuck out of my room already? And tell those fucking cunts to hurry up with my drink, I’m thirsty here!”

Scarlet paused for a moment before pointing with her wing off to the side of the room.

“Oh my, what is that over there?” she curiously asked. Max, Bermuda, and the watcher turned around and looked for what she was talking about, with Scarlet’s wings lowering to her sides while her eyes went out of focus. The harpy’s spirit quickly flipped out of her body in a nimble cartwheel, grabbed Valentina’s spirit out from her body, swung the screaming soul around while slamming her into the ground again and again with powerful impacts, stomped her down onto the floor with a painful grip on her chest, used her other foot to repeatedly kick the angel’s head side to side as she cried out from the thunderous blows to her face, and then promptly threw the flailing spirit of the angel back into her body. Max and the others turned back to see Valentina wavering with a dazed expression before she dropped to the ground with a thump, their confused eyes then going to Scarlet as she blinked before glancing down at the angel with a dull expression.

“Sorry, I must have been seeing things,” Scarlet plainly said with a small shrug. “Oh dear. Are you alright, Valentina?”

“Fuck… you…” Valentina groaned while holding her head.

“Language, Valentina,” Scarlet carefully mentioned. “There are children present, remember?”

“Is she alright?” the watcher asked.

“She’ll be fine,” Scarlet said, waving it off.

Valentina shook her head quickly before glaring at the harpy, with Scarlet merely keeping an eye on her as she stumbled back onto her feet.

“Anyway,” Scarlet mused before turning to the children with a calm smile. “I don’t believe I properly introduced myself to you. My name is Scarlet. Am I to assume you are the master’s lovely young daughter, Bermuda?”

“Yes, that’s me,” Bermuda said with a small smile.

“I thought so. It’s nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard that you have a rather impressive talent with the magical arts thanks to your father.”

“Well, I mean, I know a few small spells, nothing that I would call impressive,” Bermuda said with a nervous smile. “But I am learning to be better. My father has taught me so much about using magic, I hope someday I can be half as good as he is when it comes to using it.”

“Now now, there’s no sense in aspiring to only be half the sorcerer he is,” Scarlet playfully corrected. “You mustn’t hold yourself back from your true potential in this world. With what I’ve heard of the headmaster’s abilities, I would expect nothing less than for you to be just as good, if not better, than he is when you’re older. I’m sure in doing so he would be one proud father over his daughter’s commendable abilities.”

“I don’t know about that, but I’ll still do my best,” Bermuda said with a bashful smile. “I do want to make him proud someday.”

“I’m sure you will. And who might this young man be?” Scarlet said, turning to Max with a curious eye.

“For fuck’s sake, can’t you all do this elsewhere?” Valentina yelled out in frustration. “Get out of my room already, you insufferable goddamn insects! I don’t need to hear all this stupid shit from you people! Get out, get out, get out!”

Scarlet paused for a moment before pointing with her wing behind the group.

“There it is again. What is that?” she curiously asked. Max, Bermuda, and the watcher turned and looked around at the wall again, with Scarlet lowering her head and wings. Her spirit leapt out of her, tackled Valentina’s out of her body onto the bed, pecked her a few times in the face with extreme force, fluttered into the air and swung the angel around wildly, smashed the screaming woman’s spirit onto the ceiling, wall, bed, ceiling again, floor, and then pinned her to the ceiling before using both feet to repeatedly kick her in the gut with powerful impacts. Flipping the screaming angel over her in a tumbling roll, Scarlet threw Valentina’s spirit back into her body before jumping off the bed in a twirling backflip into her own body once more.

“I don’t see anything,” Max said, looking back to see Scarlet lifting her head and smiling curiously at them. Valentina, however, dropped forward onto the ground face first with a thump, the angel weakly groaning while her wing and leg twitched a few times.

“I see,” Scarlet mused. “How very odd. It appears my eyes are playing tricks on me. I do apologize.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Bermuda asked, pointing to the angel.

“I think perhaps she’s had too much wine during her stay,” Scarlet replied, glancing down to the angel with a raised eyebrow. “Isn’t that right, my dear?”

The angel only responded with a low, strained grumble of words that couldn’t be understood. Scarlet nodded then smiled calmly at the others.

“Yes, it appears she may have overdone herself, the poor dear. Children? Why don’t we leave her to rest, I believe she needs it right now. Miss? Please help her onto her bed, I’m sure that would be much more comfortable for her than the floor. She will be allowed to sleep here one more night, however after that she really should be on her way. This is a place for healing after all, and she is in fine health now thanks to you kindhearted souls. Please see to it that she does not stay longer than needed, and that this room will be available for any others who actually require it.”

“As you wish,” the watcher replied with a bow.

“But wait, we still need to talk to her about a few things,” Bermuda worried, looking down at the angel who remained motionless at their feet.

“Well, I don’t believe now is the best time to speak with her,” Scarlet reasoned with a shrug. “What with her clinging to consciousness like she is. Although I was told there was another angel here on these grounds, yes? Let’s go see if we can have a nice little chat with that one while this one takes this time to rest and think about her actions.”

She gently ushered Max and Bermuda out the door before smiling and nodding at the watcher. As she left with the children down the hall, the watcher carefully lifted Valentina into her arms and carried her to the bed, resting the angel down atop it before examining the woman that appeared to be heavily dazed with eyes barely opened.

“I… fucking… hate… harpies,” Valentina weakly muttered.

“I suspect they do not hold you in high regard either,” the watcher softly remarked, shaking her head slowly.

*****

“I can’t believe this,” Bermuda complained, scowling while having her arms crossed. “That wasn’t a holy angel of the heavens we’ve been caring for, she’s a fallen angel who turned her back on her own kind. We’ve been harboring a criminal from above this whole time.”

“It certainly would explain her foul behavior,” a harpy at her side mentioned with an uneasy frown. “And her constant yearning for more of our wine. It’s just so disheartening to hear. How could she deceive us like this?”

“She’s a fallen angel, of course she would deceive us,” a troll muttered. “I knew something was off about her, I just knew it. Hopefully our efforts to help her won’t be held against us. We didn’t know she was an actual criminal from the heavens, we shouldn’t be condemned for trying to do the right thing and help her sorry ass.”

“At least we now better understand the young angel’s intentions for coming here,” a watcher reasoned. “It wasn’t spite or cruelty that led her here for Valentina, it was a sense of justice in their eyes.”

“Even so, what about those two kids she’s also here to whack?” a troll asked. “I get her coming down here to take out a fallen angel who stepped on their toes, but what about two innocent children? Surely they don’t deserve such a thing too.”

“Hopefully they can persuade Arial not to follow through with that order,” Bermuda said, herself and the women waiting at the top of the ramp near the basement entrance to the monastery. At the bottom were Scarlet and Max, the two standing at the edge of the shadowy corridor that Arial was seen just within. The harpy was peacefully talking with the young girl while Max appeared more anxious as they took turns speaking with Arial, all while the angel merely replied with short sentences and a stoic expression on her face. Although Scarlet remained calm while conversing with the angel, Max was seen to be growing more frustrated with their efforts, something that didn’t go unnoticed by those above.

“It doesn’t appear as though the young angel is heeding their pleas,” a watcher softly said, shaking her head slowly. “And we are running out of time.”

“Come on, Max,” Bermuda quietly voiced. “Get her to listen to reason. I want to win you fair and square, not by default after Arial kills Lelu and Grace.”

After a while, Scarlet and Max made their way back up the walkway towards Bermuda and the women, with Max having an angry scowl on his face while Scarlet displayed a solemn expression.

“Well?” Bermuda worriedly asked. “Any luck?”

“No, she wouldn’t listen to us at all,” Max cursed, kicking the ground. “What is with these angels? How can they be so cruel and heartless? Are they even angels at all?”

“My lady,” a harpy said to Scarlet. “Is it true? Will the young angel not listen to our cries of mercy for those two poor children?”

“I’m afraid not,” Scarlet said, shaking her head a little. “She appears determined in her mission to end their lives despite Max’s heartfelt pleas. He did try to reason with her, however her mind on this matter is made up.”

“Didn’t you protest it as well?” Bermuda asked.

“No, I didn’t,” Scarlet answered, getting surprised looks from them. “I’m sorry to say that I’m on her side in this.”

“What?” Bermuda exclaimed. “You’re on her side? How could you be on her side? She’s going to kill our friends!”

“To save their souls,” Scarlet reasoned. “Listen to me, child. I don’t want anyone here to die, especially two of your dear friends. However, you have heard what will happen to them should they not leave the mortal world soon, haven’t you? If Arial does not carry out her task, grim though it may be, Lelu and Grace will not have a peaceful afterlife awaiting them. Their souls will be doomed.”

“We don’t know that,” Bermuda argued. “We don’t know that for a fact. We have no proof that is what will happen to them at all.”

“And if it is true?” Scarlet questioned. “Are you prepared to take that risk? Are you prepared to risk their souls all on a chance that they will not suffer eternally for it?”

Bermuda fell silent with a nervous frown from that, with Scarlet breathing out slowly before glancing back down towards Arial.

“This one is not like Valentina. Her spirit is strong. Her conviction is absolute. There is no hate or malice in her eyes, in her voice, or in her soul. She is a real angel, I can tell. She has an aura about her, an aura belonging to someone of the divine. I believe her when she speaks about the fate of your two friends, and her reasons for coming here. Although I do not agree that children should be slain so early in their lives, I cannot speak against such an action as to do so would be to condemn Lelu and Grace to a fate worse than hell.”

“But… but…” Bermuda tried to protest. “No, there has to be another way. There just has to. Max, you agree with me, don’t you? You don’t think that they need to die, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” Max asserted, showing Scarlet a stern expression. “There has to be another way of saving their souls, and we know of one way that can do the trick. Valentina already told us about it, that if Lelu and Grace serve a great purpose in this world, they can be given an extension of life to live in it. We just have to find a great purpose for them to take on and we can save them.”

“I admire your spirit, Max,” Scarlet said, gently holding a wing to his cheek. “And your dedication to protecting those you care about. I can see those girls mean a great deal to you. However, please consider what will happen to them should you run this gamble and lose. Are you prepared to cast them down into eternal suffering and torment should you fail?”

“I won’t fail,” Max sternly retorted.

“Max, be realistic,” Scarlet warned. “I understand you’re upset about the thought of losing them, but make sure you choose your actions wisely and not rashly. The souls of those two girls hangs in the balance.”

“I’m well aware of that,” Max said, crossing his arms. “But I’m not going to just sit back and watch them be executed right in front of me, especially if there’s even the slightest chance I can save them. We’ll find a great purpose for them, I swear we will. We just need a little more time, that’s all. Just a little more time and we can save them.”

Scarlet slowly nodded before looking up behind them, seeing the nearby mountain range slowly darkening as the sun was passing by in the sky and gradually moving behind the towering peaks.

“Where are Lelu and Grace anyway?” Scarlet asked as she pondered something carefully.

“They’ve been removed from sanctuary grounds as a precaution,” Bermuda stated. “They’re being escorted to the safehouse we have built into the side of the mountain.”

“You cannot keep them hidden there forever,” Scarlet mentioned, glancing to her. “Arial will find them eventually.”

“We know. We’re still working on how to stop her from carrying out her orders. This is all we’ve come up with so far.”

“I see,” Scarlet mused. She lowered her head in thought for a moment before turning to Max with a solemn expression. “I still think you should listen to Arial and do what must be done to save the souls of your two friends. It is the divine will of our god that they be saved in this manner. However, I do understand that the method chosen for saving them is rather unfortunate. With that, I respect your determination to protect them from harm and cannot condemn you for wishing to save their lives and souls in a different way. The will to protect others, to shield them from danger, to value the lives of those around you even though they are not human like yourself; I commend you, Max, for harboring such a benevolent spirit.”

“Um… thank you,” Max softly said, lowering his head a little.

“Even so, I must warn you, I will have to mention all of this to my chieftess upon my return to Red Peak,” Scarlet cautioned. “It is my duty, of course, to inform her of everything I’ve learned down here. If it is the will of the angels to have those two children slain in order to save their souls from eternal damnation, then as heartbreaking as it sounds, we may very well be forced to oblige and… offer them to Arial for their own good.”

“No,” Max breathed out in dismay. “You can’t. You can’t do that.”

“Make no mistake, we will find no joy in doing such a thing. But we are all loyal servants to our faith and will do whatever is asked of us by our one true god. I am sorry, but we will do what we believe is right in the end, what is meant to be by a will greater than our own.”

“Please don’t do this, Scarlet,” Max begged, shaking his head.

“I have to, just as soon as I return to the village,” Scarlet said, then slowly looked around at the monastery with a calm gaze. “Yes, just as soon as I return to Red Peak. Of course… on that note, I’m not sure if I can fly back there. Not tonight anyway.”

“What do you mean?” Max carefully asked.

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m rather stunned to have seen two angels with my own eyes,” Scarlet mentioned, glancing to him with a smirk. “I’m afraid all the excitement and majesty of witnessing such a profound sight has left me feeling rather weak and emotionally drained. Perhaps I will rest here for the night before returning to Red Peak to make sure my wings are ready for the journey.”

Max and Bermuda stared at her in wonder as the harpy giggled a little before looking back up at the nearby mountains.

“Yes, I think I’ll return to Red Peak tomorrow morning after I’ve properly recovered from such an exciting and memorable day. But I must give the chieftess a full report upon my return, she will be expecting it, and I will not be able to put it off any longer at that time. I do imagine it will take a while to explain everything I’ve learned here today. After all, I must make sure to mention every little detail about these two angels to the chieftess, she will be very interested in learning all she can about them.”

She then turned to Max while holding her wing to his side and showing him a knowing look.

“It will probably take most of the day to explain everything to her, after which she is very likely to have your dear friends offered to Arial in an attempt to save their souls and appease our god’s desire. At that time, I will have no choice but to comply, just as everyone here will have to do. With that in mind, I would guess you have until sunset tomorrow before time runs out for them.”

“Sunset tomorrow,” Max repeated.

“Yes. You have one day, Max. That’s the best I can do for you. If you really are going to try and save Lelu and Grace, then you had best get to work right away. To find a great purpose for them to fulfill in their lives, it will not be an easy thing to discover. Still, I will pray for your success.”

“Thank you, Scarlet,” Max said with a smile. “We’ll make the day count, I promise you.”

“Their lives and souls are in your hands now, Max,” Scarlet reminded him. “Do not forget that.”

“I won’t. I won’t let anything take them away from us. From me,” Max assured with a nod.

“Very well,” Scarlet said, patting him on the shoulder before she started walking away. “Now then, I do wish to speak with the headmistress while I’m here. I’m sure we have much to discuss with each other about recent events. Would one of you be so kind as to escort me to her?”

“Yes, ma’am,” a watcher replied with a small bow. “I will escort you to her right away.”

“Thank you, my dear,” Scarlet said, then glanced back to Max. “Oh, and Max? Do your best to remain focused on your task. Don’t let the cold distract you.”

Max looked at her curiously before everyone noticed a large shadow spreading across the courtyard. Turning their gazes up, they watched the sun slowly passing over the mountain range, with daylight fading in its wake. All along the mountaintops, warm red glows began to show, with the harpies of Red Peak lighting their fires and signaling the arrival of nightfall. Not only there, but also in Shadow’s Refuge as a few torches and lanterns were lit throughout the monastery grounds with the caretakers preparing for the upcoming night.

Feeling a sudden chill in the air, everyone looked back towards the lowered walkway that had a white mist slowly creeping out from it now. With soft steps, Arial was then seen walking up to the top of the ramp, her frozen wings glinting in the light along with her ice claws as she slowly looked around the courtyard with a cold, solemn expression.

“Arial,” Bermuda breathed out.

“She’s able to come out now,” a harpy worried.

“What do we do?” a troll asked.

“We leave it to Max,” Scarlet said, with all eyes turning to the boy who watched the angel with a worried frown. Arial observed her surroundings while flexing her claws at her side, eyes then locking with Max’s as the boy quietly gulped while trying to force a brave face.

“He wishes to protect his dear friends from the judgement of angels,” Scarlet mused with a smirk. “Now is his chance to show us how strong his conviction to such a task truly is.”




Chapter 6

At Life’s Edge

In the world of Eden, death could come for anyone at any given moment. It could be swift without warning, leaving no time to even realize it had come upon you. Or it could be steadily approaching while in plain sight, leaving the doomed soul to helplessly watch as its end gradually came. It was inevitable, as everything had to die eventually, however that never stopped many from praying for mercy from death’s chilling touch. Of course, these prayers often fell upon deaf ears, but it did raise the question of what it could mean should death ever be postponed for someone.

If they could delay the end for even one day, what would they do with their final hours?

*****

Standing in the courtyard with a look of unease, Max’s full attention was fixed on the snow angel that had emerged from the underground passageway. Arial’s wings ruffled behind her with the icy feathers searing off specks of frost, her eyes slowly moving around the court and those that were all staring at her in silence, while her hands flexed with their enlarged ice claws that gleamed ominously.

“Max, what should we do?” Bermuda quietly asked.

Max looked over the angel that sent a chill down his spine, and not just from the cold aura she naturally gave off as a snow angel, before glancing to the arachne with a cautious eye.

“We need to keep Arial busy here in Shadow’s Refuge,” he reasoned. “We need to stall her from finding Grace and Lelu until the sun rises again. Then we need to figure out some great purpose they can serve before the day ends.”

“How are we supposed to do any of that?” Bermuda fretted. “Nothing can slow down Arial except fire, and I have no idea where to begin searching for some all-important purpose for Lelu and Grace to fulfill within a single day.”

“We don’t have a choice, Bermuda,” Max warned. “All we can do is… hope for a miracle.”

“Oh no. Max?” Bermuda worried, pointing ahead. Max turned to see Arial extending her wings out, the angel quickly looking around the area before turning her gaze up.

“She’s going to take flight,” a harpy worried. “She’s beginning her search for those two poor dears.”

“Arial, wait!” Max yelled, running towards the angel.

“Max, what are you doing?” Bermuda cried out. “Be careful of her!”

Arial flapped her wings before taking off into the air, just as Max raced forward and jumped towards the angel with all his might. Grabbing hold of her foot, the boy was taken high up above the courtyard as he held onto the girl with both hands.

“Arial, stop!” Max called out, watching with fright the sight of everything dropping far below him before he looked up at the girl. He blinked then hopped with a startle as the angel was looking down at him in surprise, however his eyes failed to notice that as they were having trouble averting from the sight of her skirt fluttering around her hips in the wind while revealing nothing more worn underneath. Stuttering his words while blushing brightly, Max then shut his eyes and shook his head to try and push the image of the girl’s naked flesh from his mind, all while Arial was staring at him with wide eyes and a noticeable blush on her face.

“I’m sorry! I wasn’t trying to look! Honest!” Max pleaded.

“What are you doing? Let go of me,” Arial sternly said, kicking her foot.

“Wait, please wait a moment, Arial!”

“Stop looking up my skirt and let go,” Arial growled in frustration.

“I’m not trying to look up your skirt! Can you please go back down to the ground so we can talk?”

“We have nothing more to talk about, Max. Now let go,” Arial snapped. “Let go. And stop looking up my skirt. Stop it.”

“I’m not trying to! Honest!”

“Enough already, let go of me right now.”

“I can’t let go, I’ll fall!” Max argued, shaking his head.

“Then aim for something soft down there,” Arial retorted, flying awkwardly in the air as she tried kicking him loose. “I have work to be doing, stop getting in my way and let me do my job.”

“Just let me… just let me talk to you about… about…” Max said before breathing heavily. He started to fumble his grip with her foot as he showed a dazed expression, his world now spinning as he felt a wave of fatigue wash over him.

“Max?” Arial wondered, seeing the boy closing his eyes with a strained groan.

“Uh oh,” he weakly said. “Not good. I… haven’t eaten anything since lunch. We were… so busy that I… forgot to get dinner.”

“Max? Are you alright?” Arial wondered. Max tried to say something back but nothing came out, his hands loosening before he dropped off her with a tired grunt. The angel jumped in surprise before quickly diving down, with those on the ground crying out as they saw Max plummeting towards the courtyard below.

“Max!” Bermuda cried out, skittering towards him while holding her arms out. She watched in shock as Max soared downward towards the stone floor before Arial swooped by and snatched him before impact. The angel touched down on the ground while holding the dazed boy in her arms, his eyes slowly focusing to see her watching him in puzzlement.

“What is wrong with you, you foolish human?” Arial plainly said.

“Max, are you okay?” Bermuda exclaimed, rushing up next to them. “What happened? Max?”

“Did you… catch me, Arial?” Max asked as he slowly got back onto his feet. He looked at her curiously before Bermuda quickly hugged him close.

“You scared me to death, Max,” she said with relief. “Why did you do that anyway? Do you have any idea how reckless that was?”

“I’m okay, Bermuda. I’m just… really hungry,” Max replied with a weak smile. “I haven’t eaten anything most of the day. I guess I’ve been a little distracted with everything going on that I forgot.”

“Yeah, it slipped my mind too,” Bermuda agreed. “Come on, we should get you to the dining hall so you can eat something, you need to get your strength back.”

“Wait,” Max said, holding a hand up to her while watching Arial curiously. “Before we go. Arial? Why did you do that? Why would you save me?”

“What are you talking about?” the angel asked, shaking her head.

“You kept telling me to let go even though I would have fallen, but then when I did fall you rushed to my rescue.”

“So?”

“I didn’t think you would have cared if I hit the ground or not. I’m surprised you saved me like that.”

“I mostly wanted you to let go so you would stop looking up my skirt,” Arial flatly told him.

“Wait, what?” Bermuda asked with a jump. “Max, you were looking up her skirt? Is that why you grabbed hold of her, just to peek up her dress?”

“No, I wasn’t trying to do that, I swear!” Max pleaded, waving his hands around nervously. “I was only trying to stop Arial from flying off, that’s it! I wasn’t trying to do anything dirty with her!”

“I guess that makes sense,” Bermuda reasoned with a worried frown. “If you say so.”

“But even so, why did you save me from getting hurt?” Max asked the angel.

“It’s not my intention to cause any harm to you, Max,” Arial replied with a stoic face. “I am only here to execute my targets, nothing more.”

“But you attacked Syliandanchevas earlier,” Max pointed out.

“She attacked me. I merely pushed her back with equal force so that I could continue my assignment. I never used lethal force against her.”

“You were holding back with her,” Bermuda realized. “That wasn’t you actually fighting her, you were just fending her off with light scratching by your standards.”

“Correct,” Arial agreed, giving her a fleeting glance before raising an eyebrow at Max. “Now then, would you please stay out of my way? I do not wish for you to get hurt. You are weak, you must feed. Go eat your food and restore your energy. Leave me to finish my assignment.”

She extended her wings as she prepared to take flight, however before she could depart Max quickly rushed forward and grabbed hold of her around the waist, hugging her close and tightly.

“No, you’re not leaving just yet, Arial,” Max declared.

“Max, this is your last warning,” Arial cautioned, glancing to him with eyes that were beginning to turn into a sharp glare. “I am not here to harm you, but I will push you out of my way if need be, and you will get hurt from it. Let me go right now, or else I’m going to make you.”

“You can’t go after Lelu and Grace, not now.”

“And why can’t I?” Arial asked as she lifted her ice claw towards his head.

“Because we’ve hidden them,” Max said, halting the angel. He glanced to see her watching him with a dull expression that had a glimmer of confusion in it. “We’ve hidden them somewhere so you won’t be able to find them. You’re not killing them, Arial. Not tonight.”

“I will find them, Max,” Arial warned.

“No you won’t,” Max countered with a smirk. “We had them taken to safety long before you came back outside. You’ll never find them before the sun rises again. And once it does, you’ll be forced to retreat into the shadows for the rest of the day. You won’t be able to find them before we have them moved again.”

“Why are you doing this?” Arial demanded. “You know what is at stake here. You know what will happen to their souls if I do not send them down to the underworld before it’s too late. Why do you still interfere? Can’t you see I’m trying to save them from eternal damnation?”

“And we’re trying to save them from being wrongfully killed so early in their lives,” Max retorted. “We’re trying to save their lives. I’m trying to save their lives.”

“Tell me where they are, right now,” Arial ordered. “This isn’t a game, Max. I must complete my mission or else they will be doomed.”

Max took a slow breath before backing up from the angel, the boy shaking off the fatigue his body was feeling before showing the angel a firm expression.

“One day,” he said, with Arial watching him confusedly. “Can you please… please just give us one more day, Arial?”

“For what?”

“To find a great purpose they can fulfill in their lives,” Max explained. “To find a way to give them an extension of life so they can live in this world, even for a little longer. Just give us one more day, Arial, that’s all I’m asking.”

“Max, such an occurrence will not happen,” Arial argued. “They will not be given an extension for their lives by waiting one more day for such a miracle.”

“Then they’re lost,” Max shakily reasoned. “If we can’t find a way to save them by nightfall tomorrow, if we can’t find any way at all to keep them here with us by that time, then… they really are lost. But please, just give us one day to see if that’s true. If you’re right and we can’t do it by then, we… we will accept what must happen. If it has to happen to save them from eternal suffering, then so be it. But if by some miracle we can find something they can do with their lives, something important enough to earn them more time in this world, then they can stay with us, and that’s worth fighting the impossible for. Please, Arial. One more day. I beg of you.”

“Max…” Arial softly said.

“You won’t fail your mission by waiting one more day,” Max insisted. “And we know that… if we don’t find our miracle in time, the only way to save their souls is to… let you do what you were sent here to do. So, I’ll ask you again. Won’t you please be a real angel and bestow upon them this little bit of mercy, this one chance to prove they are worthy to keep living in this world? I’m begging you, Arial.”

Arial remained silent while watching the boy holding his hands together as he and Bermuda awaited her response. Glancing to the side, she saw the harpies and caregivers of the monastery watching them further away, with everyone in the court having their eyes locked onto the angel that slowly breathed out and lowered her head. After a moment of silence, she turned to Max while her ice claws began melting off her hands.

“One day,” she cautioned, shaking her head slowly. “I will grant you one day, Max. If their fate does not change by nightfall tomorrow, they are mine. You will cease your efforts to impede my mission, and you will bring them to me so that I may save their souls as is my job. If you do not, then I will tear this monastery apart, brick by brick, in order to find them, and I will not be a merciful angel with those that get in my way. Is that understood?”

“We understand,” Max agreed, nodding. “Thank you. Thank you so much, Arial. We’ll find a way to save them, I know we will.”

“And if you don’t?” Arial questioned with a sharp look at him.

“If our only options then are between letting you save their souls by removing them from this world or letting their souls rot and denying them any chance of a peaceful afterlife, then we will have no choice. We will… let you complete your mission. I promise, we won’t get in your way then.”

“Very well,” Arial agreed, crossing her arms. “You have one day. I do not believe such a miracle will happen for them, however if it will get you all to stop interfering with my work, I will grant your request.”

“Thank you, Arial,” Bermuda said with a bow. “We really appreciate you being generous like this.”

“You promise you won’t hurt them until nightfall tomorrow?” Max carefully asked.

“I promise,” Arial replied. “Just as you promised me that I would be allowed to complete my mission without hindrance should you fail.”

“Okay. Thank you,” Max said, nodding to that before holding a hand over his stomach with a weak groan. “Now that we have that settled, I need to get something to eat before I drop dead.”

“Let’s get you to the dining hall,” Bermuda offered, taking hold of his arm. “I could go for a bite myself. We’ll grab something to eat and then get to work finding that miracle for Lelu and Grace.”

“Sounds good to me,” Max agreed with a weak smile. He then noticed Arial looking behind her while extending out her wings. “Arial? What are you doing?”

“I need to find and eliminate Valentina,” Arial reminded them. “She is still here in this monastery, correct?”

“She is, but you can’t start a fight with her, Arial,” Bermuda pleaded.

“I made no promise to spare her until nightfall tomorrow,” Arial pointed out. “Your two friends may have one more day to pray for their miracle. Valentina, however, dies tonight.”

“She won’t be the only one dying if you fight her now,” Bermuda argued. “Arial, please reconsider this. If you two start a fight to the death with her inside Shadow’s Refuge, many innocent monsters will get caught in the crossfire. Not to mention, I’m not sure how strong you really are, but Valentina seems like a very dangerous angel. She may have been brought here in a vulnerable state after she was wounded by something, but she’s made a full recovery now. She’s not going to be an easy target to take out. You might be the one dying if you go after her.”

“I am not afraid of her,” Arial flatly retorted. “I’ve killed renegade angels before, I know how to dispatch them just fine. Valentina will not escape her judgement.”

“You said you didn’t want to cause us harm, Arial,” Max reminded her. “You said it wasn’t your intention to bring suffering onto us or the innocent. If you provoke Valentina into a fight, I don’t think she’s going to care if we’re caught in the middle of it. If you strike at her now, Shadow’s Refuge and everyone in it will be in serious danger.”

“I will kill her easily enough,” Arial stated, waving a hand to dismiss their comments. “If need be, I will forcibly remove her from this hallowed ground before executing her. You will all remain safe.”

“Are you prepared to risk the lives of everyone in Shadow’s Refuge on that?” Bermuda questioned. “Will your superiors be alright with innocent bystanders being at risk, and likely killed, because you chose now to go after her?”

Arial scowled at her before glancing back over her shoulder, her wings slowly retracting behind her as she shakily clenched a fist at her side.

“Now isn’t the time to fight her,” Bermuda reasoned. “Not now, not when she has so many living shields surrounding her. And we don’t exactly condone violence here on hallowed ground, not unless absolutely necessary for the safety of our residents. If you really must fight her, you need to wait until she leaves this place. You need to wait for the right moment, or else your mission will end in failure.”

With a slow, annoyed breath, Arial lowered her head and gently brushed her hands back through her hair, the girl taking a moment to consider their argument before turning to them with a solemn expression.

“Fine. I will wait for the proper moment to strike. But if she starts a fight with me first, I’m not going to ignore that. I will put her down, even on hallowed ground if she forces my hand.”

“Then let’s hope she doesn’t force your hand,” Bermuda worried. “My father would be a little upset to say the least should he return to find Shadow’s Refuge in ruin.”

“I would imagine so as well,” Max agreed.

“How vexing,” Arial muttered. “I do not like putting off my assignments like this. I’ve never prolonged my duties before. I will likely be punished for this transgression.”

“If they’ve got a problem with our arrangement, tell them to speak to me,” Max offered with an irritated glance up at the sky. “I’ve got a few choice words for them regarding their intentions with Grace and Lelu.”

“You do not want to do that, Max,” Arial warned. “You do not want to stand before my superiors in contempt.”

“They want to kill my closest friends. They turned an innocent girl like you into an assassin. And they seriously make me question what kind of afterlife awaits us given the profession angels hold. I do not have anything nice to say to them should we meet right now. Not after seeing what they would order be done to innocent people who haven’t even lived full lives yet. Not after seeing what they did to you and took away from you in the process. If anything, I question if they really are angels.”

“You do not have to share any concern for me,” Arial softly said. “I accept my purpose in the grand order of all things. To serve the order is the only reason I exist. To serve the will of my superiors is the only thing I live to do. I am their weapon against disorder, that is all I need to be.”

“You really think you’re just a weapon?” Max asked. “You really believe that?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then I hate your superiors,” Max retorted with a bite, surprising the angel. “I hate what they did to you, what they turned you into. To take a young girl and turn her into a tool for their own heartless use; that’s not something real angels would do. That sounds more like something a demon would do.”

“Max, please don’t say such things,” Arial replied, showing a glimmer of concern on her face. “You do not want to anger them by speaking such words.”

“Why not? They seem like assholes to me,” Max quipped before he started walking away. “You’re not a weapon, Arial. You’re not a tool. You’re a living person. You don’t deserve to be treated like that.”

“But… this is my purpose,” Arial reasoned with confusion.

“You deserve better,” Max said as he walked off. “Monster or not, you deserve better than that.”

Arial watched him go before turning to Bermuda, the arachne showing her a sympathetic frown as she nodded slowly.

“He’s right,” Bermuda agreed. “You’re not a mindless weapon. At least you shouldn’t have to be.”

“But that is what I was created to be,” Arial reasoned. “That is what I was meant to be.”

“No, that’s what your ‘superiors’ wanted you to be. As for what you were meant to be, it sounds like you were never given a chance to discover that for yourself. But I have to say, I can’t imagine the act of turning an innocent girl into a heartless killer being something real angels of heaven would ever allow. Whoever made you into this, Arial, whoever took away the life you should have been given, I hate them too.”

Bermuda skittered off after Max while Arial remained silent, the angel watching them leave the court before noticing Scarlet and the caregivers observing her from nearby. The harpy eyed the angel with a look of empathy before walking away with the women, leaving Arial alone as she pondered the words of Max and Bermuda.

“I don’t understand,” she softly said to herself. “If not a weapon of righteous judgment, what else could I be?”

*****

“I really needed this,” Max murmured in delight, taking a large bite out of a hunk of roasted meat. Seated at a long table within a large dining hall, Max hungrily ate his dinner of mutton slices, mashed potatoes, lettuce, an apple, and a cup of juice. Within the hall a few other monsters were seen at that hour, with a harpy helping a feeble goblin eat her soup, while a neko with a bandaged tail and an arm in a sling was being assisted with her dinner by another harpy. Next to Max was Bermuda, the arachne sitting on her abdomen at the end of the table beside the boy and watching him with a curious smile. Before her was another plate of food similar to his, something she was eating at a much slower pace compared to the hungry human at her side.

“I’m glad you like it,” Bermuda bashfully said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t prepare anything better than this. The cooking staff had already retired for the night and this was all that was left for me to work with.”

“Are you kidding? It’s wonderful,” Max complimented with a full mouth. He continued devouring his meal while Bermuda blushed from the comment. “This is really hitting the spot. And it tastes really good too. I thought I was going to collapse before we made it here, I was hungrier than I realized. Thank you so much for making this for me.”

“It’s nothing, really, Max,” Bermuda said, holding a hand to her cheek. “I only had leftovers to put that together with, it’s nothing special. But I’m happy you’re enjoying it.”

She observed Max hungrily eating his meal, the blush on her cheeks intensifying as his words echoed in her head.

‘He really seems to be happy eating what I made for him. I didn’t think it was anything special, but he appears to think differently. Is it because he’s just really hungry, or… because I made it for him? I did try my best to make him something good to eat, did I really succeed? Maybe I should sign up for cooking duty in the kitchen more often. Perhaps if I can make something even better than this to satisfy his hunger with, he might feel more… strongly about me.’

The girl held both hands over her face to hide her growing smile from the thought, something that went unnoticed by Max as he was savoring the meal he was having.

‘Oh my gosh, would that really work? I mean, I don’t think Lelu or Grace ever did such a thing for him before. Lelu can’t go in the kitchen in fear she might try cooking herself for some really strange reason, and Grace seems more partial to having someone cook for her rather than the other way around because she’s a spoiled princess. No, I don’t think either of them ever cooked anything for Max before. Aside from his sisters, I’m probably the first. And he likes it. He really likes it. Could this… could this be my chance to win him once and for all? Could this be how I snatch victory from the jaws of defeat?’

Peeking between her fingers, she watched Max eating with a blissful expression on his face.

‘This could be it. This could be how I set myself apart from the other girls in his eyes. It’s so simple, and yet so effective, how could I not have thought of it sooner? Wait, this is what mother was talking about, it has to be. She said something about this to me before, I know she did. What was it again…’

Looking up and thinking hard, Bermuda tried to recall the memory while Max had to take a moment to hit his chest while choking on his meal, the boy struggling for a moment before coughing out a chunk of mutton onto his plate. After recovering and managing to breathe again, he quickly resumed eating without pause, all while Bermuda remembered the words of wisdom her mother shared in the past. At least, most of the words, as a few towards the end were barely heard in a distant echo.

“Always remember, my dear child,” her mother’s voice softly spoke in her mind. “The best way to win a man’s heart and to keep it forever is to always love and cherish him, support him during the difficult times and the good, and also to always keep his belly full and his… empty.”

“Wait, what was that last part?” Bermuda’s younger voice asked in puzzlement.

“Ah! What am I saying? Never mind, dear. Just remember the rest of what I said. Haha,” her mother had replied with a nervous laugh. “Forget I said anything else, okay? Okay. I love you, Bermuda.”

“I… love you too, mom?” Bermuda’s younger voice said in confusion.

With her arms crossed and a puzzled look on her face, Bermuda contemplated her late mother’s advice while Max was getting close to finishing off his plate.

‘She said to love and cherish him, support him during the difficult times and the good, and to keep his belly full and… something empty. What am I supposed to keep empty with Max? It’s certainly not his stomach, that I’m supposed to keep full. What else does he have that I should keep empty to make him happy? Darn it, what was it she said, I can’t remember it clearly.’

Shaking her head, the arachne then turned to Max with a curious smile, seeing him eating the last of the potatoes on his now empty plate.

‘Oh well, I’m sure I’ll think of it later. For now, I know how to make myself shine brighter in Max’s eyes. Lelu may have big boobs and Grace may try to flaunt her butt in front of him, but I know the secret to winning a man’s heart. Through his stomach!’

“That was delicious,” Max sighed in delight, patting his belly. “I really needed that.”

“Glad to hear it,” Bermuda giggled. “Did you get enough to eat, Max?”

“Well, I think I could handle a second serving,” Max sheepishly said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sorry, but I guess I did work up an appetite with everything going on today.”

“I’ll say you did,” Bermuda said, staring off into space as she remembered the sight of Max chopping firewood that day. The image of him hacking the lumber into two in slow motion with his noticeable brawn caused a deep blush to form on Bermuda’s cheeks. The arachne blinked before quickly shaking it off, then showed an anxious smile as she pushed her plate over in front of Max.

“Here, you can have the rest of mine. I’m actually full already, so I don’t mind if you take it.”

“Are you sure?” Max wondered. “If you’re hungry you should eat up too, Bermuda.”

“No no, I’m fine, I swear,” Bermuda urged, resting her elbow on the table with her hand against her cheek as she smiled dreamily at him. “Really, I’m good. My eight eyes were bigger than my three stomachs I guess, haha. You go ahead and take it, I insist.”

“I mean, if you’re sure. Thank you, Bermuda,” Max said before he started chowing down his next meal.

“My pleasure, Max,” Bermuda said, giggling softly as she watched the boy while absentmindedly twirling a finger in her hair.

Max took a few more big bites out of the mutton and potatoes before halting as something caught his attention. Bermuda showed a curious look then glanced to the side, both seeing Scarlet and Syliandanchevas walking towards their table.

“There you two are,” Syliandanchevas said, adjusting her glasses. “Max, are you alright? I heard you almost got hurt earlier. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Max answered with a small smile. “Really. I was just hungry and felt a little weak. I’m okay, I promise.”

“Oh good,” Syliandanchevas sighed in relief. “I was worried something bad happened when you spoke to Arial. How did that go, by the way? Were you able to talk her down at all?”

“Yeah, we did,” Max agreed, looking to Scarlet. “She agreed to wait until nightfall tomorrow before carrying out her orders. We have one day to find Lelu and Grace a great purpose to fulfill with their lives, or else… Arial will complete her task.”

“One day isn’t much time,” Scarlet pointed out. “As good as it sounds to receive any time at all to find such a thing, how do you plan on accomplishing that?”

“We’re still not sure,” Max worried. “We need to think of something really important they can do with their lives. I’m not sure where to start looking for something like that.”

“We’ll figure something out, Max,” Bermuda promised. “We just need to put our heads together, I’m sure we’ll come up with a solution for this before tomorrow night.”

Max and Bermuda lowered their heads while showing concern, their brief moment of enjoyment earlier now once again replaced with a boon of pressure for their daunting task. Syliandanchevas looked at them worriedly before lowering her head as well, hands fidgeting together in front of her as she shared their trepidation for solving this problem in time.

‘Should I tell them about the other way they can be saved? No, it wouldn’t do any good. Having a child right now isn’t an option for Lelu and Grace, if anything it would likely kill them just the same. Even so… what if there is no other way? What if it is the only chance they have to live through this? What if the only thing we can do to save them is… to risk it? Oh dear. Master VelRyan, I wish you were here right now. You would know what to do.’

She slowly breathed out while trying to steady herself, her eyes turning to Max with remorse as she saw the boy struggling to come up with a solution.

“Listen to me,” Syliandanchevas said, almost hesitantly as she took a seat before them. Scarlet took hers beside the fey as everyone watched the woman struggling with speaking further. “There’s something you all should know. I didn’t want you to hear this, because… well… quite honestly, I didn’t want to even mention it as it isn’t exactly a solution but rather… exchanging one problem with another. But I want to be forthright with you and not hide anything. I don’t want you to be angry with me should such information be necessary later on.”

“What is it?” Max wondered.

“Valentina had mentioned another way that Lelu and Grace could be spared,” Syliandanchevas carefully said.

“She did?” Max exclaimed.

“There’s another way we can save them? Really?” Bermuda quickly asked.

“Why didn’t you wish to tell us about this?” Scarlet wondered. “Why keep it a secret until now?”

“Because,” the fey sighed. “The other method that could grant them an extension of life is… um… is…”

“What is it?” Max eagerly asked. “Please, tell us.”

“Is if they give birth to a child,” Syliandanchevas finished, stunning Max and Bermuda while drawing a curious look from Scarlet. “If they bring new life into the world when they weren’t originally destined to, their fate would change to accommodate such a deviation. There’s no guarantee they will have long lives ahead of them after doing so, but it will at least buy them a little more time in this world. If they become mothers, they will be given an extension of life.”

“What?” Max breathed out.

“They have to… have a baby?” Bermuda asked in disbelief.

“Oh my,” Scarlet commented. “That seems rather… extreme. They’re still so young.”

“I know,” Syliandanchevas agreed. “It is extreme. Especially because in doing so they could very well die just as quickly.”

“What do you mean?” Max asked.

“Monster children are not burdened by insatiable lust as we adults are,” the fey explained. “We have had our whole lives to learn how to handle the… burning emotions that always plague us. We are monsters, after all, Max. The very core of what we are compels us to breed like you wouldn’t imagine. Through time and practice, we learn to control these powerful feelings within, to keep them held inside so we do not act like true monsters with those around us.”

Taking a slow breath, Syliandanchevas glanced to Bermuda who was looking down with a concerned expression before she continued.

“Lelu and Grace are not burdened by this lust yet, the same for Bermuda here. They won’t experience it until they come of age. However, any sexual stimulation, especially engaging in sex itself, could ignite their inner nature early, and once its freed, it cannot be caged again.”

“And that’s bad, right?” Max worried.

“Very bad, Max,” Bermuda gravely said. “Very, very bad. It would be difficult enough for those that come of age, but… for those that it happens to earlier than that…”

“They would go crazy,” Syliandanchevas solemnly said. “The sheer force of their inner nature being released is not something that can be properly explained to a human. Essentially, the lustful monster within them will come out, and quite violently too. It would be unrelenting, excruciating, frightening, and beyond anything they’ve ever experienced. If the monster is too young, the strain alone could in fact kill them. And even if they do manage to somehow handle such a thing, the very act of childbirth itself could be fatal for them at that age. In short, it would take a miracle for them to survive it all.”

“So they need a miracle no matter how you look at it,” Scarlet reasoned. “Those poor dears.”

“That’s terrible,” Max said in dismay. “I had no idea monsters went through such a thing growing up.”

He looked at Bermuda with worried eyes, with the arachne showing him a small, forced smile as she shook her head.

“Hey, don’t start worrying about me too, Max. Just focus on Grace and Lelu right now, okay? I’ll be fine. I still have a year or two before it happens to me. It’ll be scary, I’m sure, but I’ve known it was coming for a long time now, and I’m ready to face it when it happens.”

“Bermuda will face her own trial when her time comes,” Syliandanchevas agreed. “And she’ll have all of us to help her through it. But Lelu and Grace, they’re younger than Bermuda and would not fare the same should it happen to them now. It would be much more difficult for them to handle, if they are capable of handling it at all.”

“And if they can’t handle it,” Bermuda nervously said. “There will be no saving them. We’ll be forced to watch them… burn out right in front of our eyes. Their bodies… their hearts… and even their minds, they would all break down. We can’t risk it, we just can’t. Please tell us you’re not actually considering that option.”

“I won’t lie, I’ve been contemplating it,” the fey reluctantly admitted. “I don’t want it to come down to this being our only hope, but if we are left with no other choice… I found myself asking if such a risk would be worth it. Should Arial come to claim their lives, or any other angel, they will have no chance of survival. If they were to try to become mothers, their chances of living would be extremely slim, but there would still be a chance.”

“And just how did you plan for it to be done, Syliandanchevas?” Scarlet carefully asked. “Should it come down to it, and if Lelu and Grace agree to take such a risk, what then?”

“Well,” the fey slowly replied. “Unfortunately, I could only see two ways of doing it. One, have them taken up to Red Peak and… ask the men of the village for an act of… mercy with them.”

“What?” Max shouted. “Have them… and with… but… you can’t!”

In his mind he envisioned the frightened centaur and elf being escorted into a temple atop the mountain with lit torches set in front of the darkened entrance, with men dressed in only white pants guiding them each with lecherous grins while the girls were on the verge of tears.

“Please, be gentle with me,” Lelu begged as the man fondled her breast.

“I fucking hate the gods!” Grace shouted, feeling the man caressing her rear before spanking it.

“No, you can’t do that!” Max argued. “Anything but that!”

“I agree, that would be a horrible thing to do,” Bermuda added. “We can’t just hand them over to some dirty old men to have their way with. Besides, the harpies would never allow such a depraved act to take place on their mountain.”

“Actually,” Scarlet spoke up. “If it would indeed save their souls, as well as help bring new life into the world, I believe the chieftess may find such a… degenerate act to be acceptable given the circumstances.”

“Well I don’t find it acceptable at all!” Max argued, shaking his head quickly. “You’re not putting them through that, no way in hell! You can’t let them be used like that!”

“Then that leaves us with the second option,” Syliandanchevas continued, raising an eyebrow at him. “Which would be for you to save them, Max.”

To that Max and Bermuda froze in place with shocked expressions, something the fey slowly nodded from seeing.

“You’re the only other human we could turn to if not for the ones in Red Peak,” Syliandanchevas explained. “Which would mean… if anyone else were to breed them in order to save their souls… it would have to be you.”

“M… me?” Max uttered. “B-B-Breed… them? I… but… and… they…”

“You’ve got to be kidding us,” Bermuda shakily uttered. “He would have to… with them? You can’t be seriously considering that option as well, can you?”

“Before your imaginations run wild with this,” the fey mentioned, holding up a hand. “I want to go on record and say that I do not advise doing such a thing with them at all. Although I’m sure the act of mating would be less scary for them if it were with Max, the fact is that no matter who breeds them, the same outcome will occur. Their inner nature will ignite too soon in their lives, and it will almost certainly destroy them. As much as I want to save them, I cannot in good conscience recommend such an extreme method as that.”

“I would also prefer if those young dears didn’t have to run the risk,” Scarlet added. “The odds of their survival from being bred at their age are not great.”

“I would greatly prefer that they be saved another way,” Bermuda chimed in, lowering her head with a frustrated look.

‘This can’t be happening, this just can’t be happening! Why is that even a goddamned option in the first place? Why are the angels stacking the deck against me like this? We can save them if Max has sex with them? And knocks them up too? Are you serious? This isn’t fair! Why are those above constantly trying to tempt Max away from being with me? I freaking hate angels now! They’re the absolute worst!’

“Like I said earlier,” Syliandanchevas reminded. “I wanted to be honest with what I learned from Valentina, I didn’t want to hold back any information regarding this situation we’re in, especially since there is technically a way we could save them from execution. However, it could very well lead to their demise just the same as Arial’s hand. Having said that, what would you choose to do?”

“I… I… I don’t know,” Max fretted. “I want to save their lives, I want to protect them, to keep them here with me. But… doing that with them… I haven’t really thought about that yet, I… I’m still trying to figure out this whole girlfriend boyfriend thing first. I’m not sure I’m ready for… that big of a step with them. And… if we do go through with it… it might save them from Arial, but then I could be the one killing them instead, couldn’t I?”

“Most likely, Max,” Syliandanchevas sadly agreed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to tell you any of this, I know it is very upsetting to hear. But I felt I had to be honest and not hold anything back.”

“You’re not the one forcing another’s hand like this,” Max cursed, looking up. “It’s them. What the hell kind of angels are they anyway? I never would have believed they could be so cruel as to play with the lives of others like this. They’re horrible.”

“They’re not angels, they’re goddamned demons,” Bermuda hissed with a glare upward.

“I have to say, it has been enlightening meeting them today,” Scarlet agreed. “Although I don’t imagine it’s going to change much in the eyes of my chieftess or my people. The fact is, this is the way of the grand order of things, this is the will of a force more powerful than we are. And we are unable to change that despite any reservations we may have.”

“Maybe so, but we can still try to save Lelu and Grace,” Syliandanchevas proposed. “We can still find a great purpose they can serve so as to earn an extension of life down here with us. If these are the rules we must play by, then we should do our best to win.”

“I’m not going to lose,” Max vowed. “I’m not going to let them take Lelu and Grace away like this. I’ll find a way to save them, I swear I will.”

“We will save them,” Bermuda agreed, taking hold of his hand while showing a focused look. “We still have one day to find a great purpose for them to fulfill, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. We won’t let them fall, we won’t let the angels have the last laugh, and we certainly won’t let our dear friends endure something as terrible as losing their virginity from having our hands forced. Right, Max?”

Max cringed as he felt the arachne squeezing his hand tightly, the girl showing a flinching scowl and stern look in all eight of her eyes as she glared up at the ceiling while repressing her frustrated growl.

“Right, Max?” she again firmly repeated. “We are not going to risk their lives with anything of the sort, especially if it involves having you taking your pants off for any reason. We’re going to save Grace and Lelu another way, any other way that we can, and it’s not going to involve forcing you to mate with them against your will. You agree with me, right?”

“Right, right,” Max said as he flinched and tried freeing his hand from hers. “I agree, we’re not going to do anything like that with them. We’re not going to risk their lives with that gamble, I agree. Ease up there, Bermuda, you’re crushing my hand. Bermuda?”

“Oh. Sorry,” she said, snapping back to her senses and looking at his hand. She let him go and smiled weakly at the boy with nervous laughter, with Max rubbing his hand with a troubled look at the arachne before he turned to the women before them.

“We need to get to work right away and figure out what they can do to be worthy of living past tomorrow night,” he reasoned, pushing aside his plate as he had lost the rest of his appetite. “Do you think there’s anything they can do here at Shadow’s Refuge that would help them earn that right?”

“I don’t believe so,” Syliandanchevas worried, shaking her head. “This is a sanctuary for the needy, we of course do all that we can to help those who are less fortunate in Eden. Still, I don’t believe what we do here could be considered a ‘great purpose’ that angels would deem necessary to fulfill for anyone.”

“Arial said it had to be really important for it to be possible,” Bermuda mentioned. “It has to be something so critical for the fate of Eden that the grand order would deem it necessary for them to keep living. They have to do something really significant with their lives if they’re going to keep them.”

“I can’t think of anything here at Shadow’s Refuge that would come close to that,” Syliandanchevas said with a shrug.

“I don’t believe you’ll find such a thing in Red Peak either,” Scarlet added, shaking her head. “We may be loyal servants to our god’s divine will, however I fear our devotions and faith would not be considered ‘critical’ for the fate of Eden. I’m sorry to say we would not be able to offer your friends a path that would lead to their salvation.”

“I was afraid of that,” Max sighed. “This is going to be difficult.”

“I certainly wasn’t expecting it to be easy,” Bermuda reasoned. “I mean, it’s not like the answer to our problem is going to just fall on our lap.”

With a sudden eruption, the entire building violently shook as a deafening blare sounded off overhead. Everyone within the hall stumbled and struggled not to fall over while the chandeliers overhead swung wildly in their chains from the shockwave hitting the compound.

“What the heck is that?” Max cried out before a chandelier dropped onto the other end of the table with a crash. As he and the girls quickly scattered away from the bench another loud boom was heard in the sky while screams sounded off throughout the monastery.

“That wasn’t thunder, was it?” Bermuda exclaimed, looking up in surprise. “What was that just now?”

“It came from above Shadow’s Refuge,” Max said before they all quickly ran towards the exit. He led the girls outside where other residents and caregivers were seen in the courtyards and walkways, all of them gazing upward at something in surprise while many were pointing at it in alarm.

“What in Eden?” Syliandanchevas slowly said with wide eyes, herself along with everyone else watching as a massive flare of sparkling light was rippling through the sky along with a rumbling roar from something that appeared to phase into view from the strange distortion. With shimmering cube-like anomalies flowing along its frame, the massive craft of foreign design was seen soaring through the night sky while trailing fire behind in its wake. It was shaped almost like a bird with a tall dorsal fin, with shining lights flashing on its body while one of the wings appeared to be damaged and burning with bright green flames.

“What the hell is that?” Bermuda softly spoke in awe.

“I have no idea,” Max said, staring at the giant vessel that flew through the sky in disbelief.

“What do we have here?” Valentina carefully pondered, watching with a sharp eye the sight of the vessel soaring by from her window.

The roaring craft flew over Shadow’s Refuge towards the mountains of Red Peak, with Max and the girls quickly running towards the ramparts while others in the monastery were screaming in alarm.

“What is that thing?” Syliandanchevas asked.

“Whatever it is, it’s heading straight for Red Peak,” Bermuda said, leading the group through a door in the monastery’s towering walls and up the stairs within it. They came out atop the ramparts where harpies and watchers were standing nearby, all of them seeing the strange craft flying towards the mountains before it started to slowly turn.

“What in Eden is that?” a harpy asked. “Where did it come from?”

“Oh no, it’s going to crash into Red Peak!” another cried out.

The vessel began maneuvering to the side while the fires coming out of its back seemed to pulsate and flare wildly before a few went out.

“It’s trying to steer away from the mountain,” Max realized.

“I don’t think it’s going to be enough!” Bermuda cried out, right before the ship crashed into the mountain slope with a heavy impact. The vessel careened alongside the incline while tearing through rocky spires without slowing down, trailing smoke and fire behind it as the craft began veering to the side before sliding downward along the cliffs.

“Whatever that thing is, it’s going down,” Max said, shaking his head.

“Oh dear god, no!” Syliandanchevas cried out. “The safehouse, that’s where the safehouse is! That thing is going to crash into it!”

“What? No!” Max shouted out in shock.

“Lelu! Grace!” Bermuda exclaimed, grabbing her hair.

“What the hell is going on out there?” Grace demanded, stumbling about inside the living room of a small, cozy, furnished temple. The elf bounced against a pillar before nearly tripping over herself as the entire area rumbled violently. With a frustrated growl she managed to run over to the entryway and grab onto the doorframe, the girl seeing Lelu and two watchers outside staring at something in the sky. The centaur fearfully pointed at it while the watchers appeared to grow tense, with Grace slowly looking up as well before she went wide-eyed with her jaw lowering in shock.

“What the FUCK IS THAT?” Grace shouted out, staring at the massive airborne vessel that swiftly slammed into the mountainside above them. The craft slid against the rocky slope while demolishing everything in its path before it began careening down along the cliffs towards the small shrine that was built into the side of the mountain on an overlook.

“It’s… it’s… it’s coming right at us!” Lelu cried out, watching in horror as the vessel continued its crashlanding towards them with a rumbling wave of debris tumbling after it.

“We can’t get around it,” a watcher spoke in a soft tone of frustration.

“Quickly, inside, we must take cover in the cellar,” the other ordered, running over and grabbing Lelu’s hand. “It’s the only place we can go in time.”

“Move, hurry,” the first watcher urged, running over and pushing Grace inside. The centaur and elf screamed as they were swiftly guided through the building that rumbled violently around them, with torches on the walls shaking loose from their holders and dropping onto the carpets and furniture while the ceiling began cracking apart with pieces of it falling out.

“What is happening?” Lelu wailed.

“Don’t stop, keep running,” the watcher said, pulling her along. The one pushing Grace looked up before quickly raising her hands, forming a large casting ring of cerulean light that blocked a giant slab of the ceiling from crushing them.

“Keep going,” she ordered, holding the debris overhead.

“Sister,” the other said, looking back as she and the children reached the end of the hall. The lone watcher turned her unseen gaze towards her kin before more of the ceiling and rock above it crashed down atop her.

“No!” Lelu screamed with wide eyes.

“Oh fuck!” Grace exclaimed in shock.

“We must move, hurry,” the watcher insisted in a sorrowful voice. She led the centaur and elf through a kitchen that was falling apart around them before coming up to a wooden door. Opening it revealed stairs that led down into the darkened stone cellar of the temple deeper in the mountainside.

“Take this, now move,” the watcher ordered, grabbing a torch from a nearby holder and giving it to Grace.

“Wait, I can’t do stairs!” Lelu cried out, shaking her head.

“Sure you can!” Grace shouted, shoving the centaur from behind. Lelu yelped and stumbled forward before she tumbled down the stairway with staggered yelling. Taking a few steps down the stairs, Grace turned to see the watcher raising her hands and erecting another barrier that stopped the ceiling from collapsing on them.

“Go, child,” she ordered.

“But what about you?” Grace asked.

“Do not worry about me. Now go,” the watcher said, turning her unseen gaze onto the elf. Grace gulped before nodding quickly and running down the stairs. As she reached the bottom where Lelu was rubbing her head with painful whines, she looked back up to see the watcher struggling to keep standing as the whole building shook violently.

“Come on, hurry!” Grace called up to her.

Before the watcher could respond, a deafening roar sounded off throughout the temple before it was immediately destroyed by the crashing vessel plowing right through it. Grace and Lelu watched in shock as everything from the top of the stairs was swiftly obliterated by the passing craft, right before the stairway collapsed with dust flowing down into the cellar.

“Holy fuck!” Grace shouted, herself and Lelu quickly scrambling to run further into the chamber.

From Shadow’s Refuge, Max and his friends watched as the craft barreled downward along the slope of the mountain before reaching the base of it and slamming to a halt with a heavy impact. Waves of debris that rolled down the slope in its wake crashed into and bounced off the vessel while many of its lights began flickering before fading out entirely.

“Oh my god,” Bermuda softly spoke in disbelief.

“Lelu. Grace,” Max breathed out while slowly holding a hand to his head.

“W-W-What i-in E-Eden just h-h-happened?” Syliandanchevas nervously stuttered.

Scarlet observed the downed vessel with a careful eye before she slowly looked upward at the sky above, a concerned look coming over her as she shook her head slightly.

“You really have it out for those two young dears, don’t you?”




Chapter 7

Friends or Foes

For both humans and monsters, one of the cold truths they often had to face was that not everyone was as trustworthy as they first appeared. It could be someone you’ve known all your life, or perhaps one that seemed too friendly and honest to ever betray anyone. Maybe they put on a perfect disguise of confidence and loyalty, making their treachery all the more surprising and shocking. Whether they were motivated by greed, anger, or simply out of chaotic pleasure, when they finally crossed that line and revealed their true colors, another truth was made painfully clear to their victims.

If they couldn’t be trusted in this world, who could be?

*****

Riding along a darkened path at night, Daniel kept his horse moving with haste while holding onto him from behind was Eirene. The copycat had her head resting against his back while her hair flowed freely, her focus not being on their surroundings but rather what she had been told by the man that rescued her from a group of bounty hunters. Lifting her gaze up to the back of his head, Eirene displayed a gentle yet curious look while her hands lightly clutched his vest to keep her close to him.

“Is all that true, Daniel?” she asked.

“You can ask Cathadra if you don’t believe me,” he replied, keeping his sights forward. “Every word I told you is true, Eirene.”

“You really are the king of the centaurs and elves in this land?” Eirene wondered. “Of… The Alliance, as you call it?”

“It wasn’t my intention to become a king. However, everyone was very insistent on the matter.”

“And… the reason you tried to kiss me earlier,” she carefully said. “Was so you could use your… magic with me? With my… heated emotions?”

“Yes. I am sorry I almost resorted to doing that to you,” he admitted, glancing back to her. “I thought I was out of options, and tapping into your monster energy seemed like it would have been our only hope. Luckily, it didn’t come down to that.”

“You used Jericho’s energy instead, which is how you broke free from our binds without any trouble,” Eirene mused with a slow nod. “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.”

She looked him over before resting her head on his back again with a quiet sigh.

“Thank you, Daniel, for getting me out of that mess. If you weren’t there when they captured me… I would be a dead woman.”

“I’m only glad I was there to help. I’m sorry you had to go through that, Eirene,” Daniel solemnly replied. After a pause he glanced back to see the woman peeking up at him from under her bangs. “It would seem you’re not as safe as you once thought being down in your little secret cave. Perhaps you still think of me as a fool for chasing such an idealistic dream, but maybe now you’ll see how important it is to have allies by your side. How being alone, even in a supposed protected sanctuary underground, leaves you vulnerable to others.”

“I never believed my people nor myself would be completely safe down in The Cellar,” Eirene carefully said. “Danger can always slither into the most well-defended home. Make no mistake, Daniel, I am very grateful for your rescue. But don’t think this changes anything between us, especially after you’ve received a taste firsthand what it’s like to have a target on your back. If you keep preaching your ‘idealistic dreams’ to others, that target will get bigger, and will quickly spread to those you care about most. If anything, this should be a wakeup call for you to reconsider your own actions.”

“I regret nothing about what I’ve done so far,” Daniel promised. “About saving the women who have become so important to me in life despite what others may say about me or them. About promising them a better future where they’re not treated like monsters but instead normal people. About saving you from a horrible demise despite your continued refusal to see the world I dream of that doesn’t have to be just a dream. And especially about saving the life of my own daughter. Snapper would not have lived long hiding in that cave had we not taken her with us despite her being a swarm. I will never regret all that I’ve done on my journey, not after it’s brought me the greatest gift I ever could have wished for. A family.”

“They will all be in serious danger if you do not cease your crusade, Daniel,” Eirene warned.

“I’m certain Yuelle and Gree will not be the last to cause me trouble,” Daniel agreed. “I’m sure others will speak ill of me and my family at some point, and may even make threats upon them. I’ve met a lot of people that have tried to come between me and those I love. That will likely never change.”

Shaking his head, he looked forward with a firm expression while Eirene watched him curiously.

“However, I will not stand idly by when that happens. If anyone aims to cause my family, my loved ones, and even my friends, any trouble or threats of violence and harm, I will stop them. And if need be, I’ll use more than just idealistic words.”

“It will be you against the world, Daniel,” Eirene worried.

“Fine by me,” Daniel quipped with a smirk. “As I told you before, my family gives me the strength to take on the world and anything it throws at me. As long as my women, my daughter, and my friends, are all free to live peacefully in this world, I’ll take on any challenge for them.”

Eirene fell silent just as he did, with their horse continuing to gallop through the darkened woodland along the path while moonlight softly bloomed against the clouds above. The copycat opened her mouth to speak again before she halted, a concerned look on her face as she slowly lowered her head and rested against Daniel’s back. Her arms seemed to hold him more securely, something he noticed as he felt the countess hugging him close while remaining quiet.

After riding through The Outerlands under the night sky, they eventually came upon the city of Stonegate, the ominous-looking monster haven drawing near while the mountain behind it was cast in a dark shadow. However, before coming closer to the broken-down city gates where two lamias were standing guard, Daniel slowed the horse down to a gentle trot.

“Daniel?” Eirene wondered. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve been thinking,” Daniel cautioned, glancing around carefully. “Yuelle managed to copy your appearance just fine, but is that really all it would take to infiltrate Stonegate? This is a city of copycats, is it not? Don’t you have ways to determine who your friends are and who isn’t?”

Bringing the horse to a stop, he looked back at Eirene who had a curious expression.

“If a copycat that isn’t from Stonegate wants to hide out here, or cause any mischief, how easy would it be for her to slink about in disguise?”

“There’s no way to tell if they’re copying others just by looking at them,” Eirene answered, shaking her head. “But we do have other ways of discerning who would be hiding among us, especially those that try to sneak around where they’re not wanted.”

“Like a password or something similar?” Daniel wondered.

“Yes, exactly. Each city entrance is watched over by guards who are given a new password every night. We don’t just rotate the guards, we also rotate the passwords for extra security. We also have patrols that go through the city streets who are given the same secret code.”

“So even if Yuelle managed to impersonate you, she would need to know the correct password to get through any security checkpoint, wouldn’t she?”

“Yes, she would need to know-” Eirene said before halting, the woman’s eyes widening as it dawned on her. “Wait… wait a minute… she…”

“She got us out of the city by impersonating you,” Daniel pointed out. “She would have needed to give the guards at the gate the password to do that, right?”

“But… that’s not possible. She couldn’t have known tonight’s password. She must have snuck us out of the city when the guards weren’t looking. That’s the only way she could have done it.”

“No, it isn’t the only way,” Daniel warned. “I don’t believe your guards would be so careless given how strict of a watch you normally keep over the city. They would have stopped her, especially if she was copying your appearance, wondering why you of all people were driving a coach filled with coffins out of Stonegate. That’s not something anyone would easily miss.”

“But… that means…” Eirene feared.

“Either someone gave Yuelle tonight’s password,” Daniel said, looking back towards Stonegate. “Or the guards at the gate chose to look the other way when they came through, and I’m willing to bet it wasn’t due to negligence. It was too easy for those bounty hunters to sneak you out of Stonegate, they had to have help to do it. Someone sold you out, Eirene.”

“That can’t be. I don’t believe it. There has to be some other explanation.”

“Somehow I don’t think so,” Daniel replied with a small scowl. He gave the horse a light kick to get it moving again, the animal trotting hastily towards the city once more.

“Tell me, Eirene, why do those lamias choose to work for you?” Daniel asked, watching as the two lamias were getting closer in the distance. “They’re monstergirls that eat demons, so why do they guard over your city?”

“Why does that matter?” Eirene said, shaking her head.

“Just tell me, quick.”

“Okay, fine. Their names are Vexxia and Haylus, they’ve been helping guard Stonegate for over a decade now. They were once captured and used for study by a tribe of gremlins, they were tortured and severely poisoned by those monsters before our spy in their community sent word to us about them.”

“Let me guess, your people went in and rescued them,” Daniel reasoned.

“They did. During their capture, our spy learned that they weren’t malicious monsters before the gremlins got them. They hunted and ate demons that were terrorizing peaceful villages, even human ones. They were trying to do good the only way they knew how, they weren’t evil monsters. Those two needed help, and we needed the extra muscle to help defend our home, so we extended a hand to come live with us. They’ve been guarding Stonegate ever since.”

“And what exactly do you pay them for that service?” Daniel asked as he watched the two lamias locking their gazes onto the approaching horse rider.

“Nothing,” Eirene said, earning a puzzled look from him. “We don’t pay them anything. They don’t want or need money, they only want to help protect the less fortunate. They do their job for free, Daniel, by their own choice.”

“Wow, that’s very noble of them,” Daniel commended. “So they have no need for money, do they? Then that means they couldn’t be bought off by another, could they?”

“No, they couldn’t,” Eirene agreed. “Those two have chosen to protect our city both out of gratitude for rescuing them, and because they want to help those that live here. Money means nothing to them.”

“That’s good to hear,” Daniel said as he slowed the horse down to a casual trot again. “It sounds like we should be able to trust them with our little problem.”

Riding up towards the gate, he then stopped the horse as the two lamias slithered closer with heavy motions.

“What do have here?” one of them hissed.

“Is that… the countess?” the other questioned with a raised eyebrow.

“What would she be doing outside the walls though?” the first questioned with a sharp eye on them.

“I’m not sure, sister. It is quite strange,” her kin said while shaking her head slowly.

“And you,” the first said, turning her eyes onto Daniel. “You’re the human that caused all the trouble out here earlier, aren’t you? What is the meaning of this?”

“Something is not right,” the second hissed while reaching out for the riders. “You two have some explaining to do, right now.”

Eirene held up a hand, halting the lamias as the copycat took a slow breath before glaring at them.

“First off, tonight’s password is ‘the eye of the orc is ruby red’,” she announced, causing the lamias to slowly withdraw with looks of wonder on their faces. “Second, don’t you dare lay a hand on this man, not after everything he’s done for me tonight. And third, would someone kindly tell me what the HELL is going on in my city?”

The lamias hopped with squeaks as the countess shouted at them, the two towering monstergirls nervously stammering something as they looked to each other and then Eirene with confusion.

“Do you have any idea at all what I’ve gone through tonight?” Eirene yelled at them. “If it wasn’t for Daniel here I would be dead! I want to know what the hell is going on and I want to know right now!”

“Countess? We… don’t understand,” one of the guards said, shaking her head slowly.

“What are you doing out here? And why are you riding with a man on horseback?” the second asked, pointing to Daniel. “He can’t be seen like this, especially not with you, countess.”

“We have bigger problems to deal with other than a human man being seen here,” Eirene argued.

Daniel dismounted the horse and helped Eirene off after him, the two then walking up towards the lamias who leaned down to them with curious looks.

“Listen, we don’t have time for playacting here,” Daniel told them. “Eirene was nearly kidnapped by bounty hunters. They got into the city and even managed to smuggle herself and I out without any trouble.”

“That’s impossible,” a lamia hissed. “We would never allow such a crime to happen.”

“It just did happen!” Eirene shouted. “Two copycats and an ant girl walked into Stonegate and nearly took us both. Those damned cats even impersonated me to further their ruse, and nobody tried to inspect them for it!”

“And how do we know you’re not the impostor, countess?” the other lamia carefully questioned. “How do we know either of you are not attempting to deceive us?”

“Your names are Vexxia and Haylus,” Daniel said, drawing cautious looks from the lamias. “You’ve been guarding Stonegate and its big secret for over a decade now. You’ve been loyal guards to this place after the people of Stonegate rescued you from a tribe of troublesome gremlins that were using you for their experiments. I know this because Eirene told me, the real Eirene, the one standing next to me.”

“It was Doc who cured both of you from that horrible poison they inflicted you with,” Eirene mentioned. “Vexxia, you were cured after the first day. Your sister, Haylus, continued suffering from the poison for another three days until Doc made a stronger antidote for her. And during those three days you were stricken with grief for her plight, so much so that you begged the gods to take you instead of her.”

The lamias stared at her in wonder as the copycat walked up to them, the woman looking up at the towering monsters with worried eyes.

“It’s me, ladies. I’m countess Eirene, chieftess of the copycats in Koskaysil, and mother to a very troublesome little thief named Lucy, the very same that used to play with you years ago. She loved sliding down your tails when she was younger, and could never decide which of you she liked more for that joy. She said it was like having two giant-sized sisters to play with.”

“Eirene, it is you,” a lamia breathed out.

“But… then that means…” the other worried.

“She really was kidnapped earlier tonight,” Daniel said, walking up to Eirene. “Those bounty hunters got us both and took us out of the city, and they did so very easily too. They either had knowledge of what tonight’s secret code was, or the guards at the gate chose to give them a free pass. No matter how you look at it, someone in your city sold her out.”

“How could this be?” one of the guards hissed in anger.

“Who would dare betray our countess like this?” the other growled with a dark look in her eye.

“That’s what we need to find out,” Daniel said to them. “I’m going to take Eirene into the city and down into The Cellar. We need to get her out of sight from any other bounty hunters that may come prowling through here for her head. In the meantime, can you ladies please look into how we were smuggled out of the city so easily?”

“How did they sneak you out in the first place?” a lamia asked.

“They hid us in a coffin, one of many they had in their wagon,” Eirene said. “Whether that fucking bitch was impersonating me or not in doing so, there is no excuse for any of the gatekeepers not to inspect the wagon and its cargo before it left the city. Someone let it happen, and I want to know who.”

“We will find the culprit,” one of the lamias proposed with a small bow. “It would be a pleasure to expose that filthy rat.”

“Thank you, ladies,” Eirene said with a nod. “I’m glad I can still count on you.”

“Let’s get going then,” Daniel said, taking hold of Eirene’s hand and leading her towards the open gate.

“Wait, human,” a lamia hissed, raising her hand to him. “You still cannot go inside the city like that. We do have rules that must be obeyed, especially for a man.”

“You must be dressed appropriately for a man in our city,” the other agreed with a smirk. “Having you walk freely among the streets would certainly raise… questions from others.”

“Strip. Now,” they both ordered, pointing to Daniel.

“Must we go through this again?” Daniel muttered.

“He’s coming with me as is,” Eirene ordered. “I will allow it in this instance.”

“But, countess,” one of the lamias worried. “The rules are quite clear that-”

“I don’t care!” the copycat shouted, startling them. “I am not going to have the man that saved my life paraded through the city dressed as a sex slave! I would be dead if it wasn’t for him rescuing me tonight, do you hear me? As far as I’m concerned, he can walk around dressed however he wants. Hell, if he wants to bend me over and fuck me in the ass in central square tonight then I’ll allow that too! I owe him that much at the very least for all he’s done! Am I clear, ladies?”

“Uh… um… y-yes, countess,” the lamias nervously said.

“A generous offer, countess,” Daniel commented. “But I’d rather we get you to safety first and check on my family before we reevaluate our current relationship.”

“Just get me inside so I can make sure my daughter is alright,” Eirene fretted, holding a hand to her head. “Until I know who I can trust and who I can’t, I need to make sure she’s not being involved in any of this. Help me with that, Daniel, and I’ll be sure to make it clear what our current status is with each other.”

“As you wish, countess,” Daniel agreed. He quickly led her into the city by the hand, the two racing past the lamias who watched them go before turning to each other.

“I suppose we have no choice but to trust he’ll keep her safe,” one of them hissed with a shrug.

“He seems quite adamant about doing so,” the other reasoned. “Perhaps he can. In the meantime, we have a job to do. I’m going to check with the other gatekeepers for our betrayer. Make sure nobody leaves through here in the meantime.”

“Easily done, sister,” the first one replied with a smirk. “And remember, do not eat the culprit right away. I’m sure the countess would love to speak with the rat first before we make them regret ever being born.”

“I’ll try to keep that in mind,” the other dryly said while slithering away with heavy motions. The remaining lamia waved her off before looking around the area with a cautious eye, the giant monstergirl slithering over in front of the broken gate to block the path as she remained on alert.

Running through the street, Daniel led Eirene forward while glancing around carefully, easily feeling an ominous cloud forming around them in the darkened city.

‘There’s no telling who is friend or foe now. Aside from my own family, who can we trust not to stab us in the back after this incident? I need to get Eirene down into The Cellar and regroup with the girls. I just hope they’re alright.’

Making his way down the street from the main city gate, Daniel quickly raced up to The Drowned Rat tavern and burst through the front doors.

“Wait, what are we doing here?” Eirene asked.

“Just collecting my things,” Daniel said, running over to his armaments and cape that were resting by the back wall. “I know the idea of a human man walking around your city while being armed certainly goes against your rules, but I hope you’ll make an exception this one time.”

“As if I could stop you,” Eirene sighed, looking around with a worried expression. She blinked then looked down to her hips. “Dammit, that’s right. That thieving copycat took my daggers. I completely forgot about them until now.”

“We didn’t exactly have time to go sifting through the wreckage in search of them,” Daniel reasoned as he slipped on his shield along his arm. He fastened his sword’s scabbard to his hip and grabbed his cape that he swung behind himself before buckling in place.

“Don’t worry though, I’ll handle anything that comes after you in their place,” he assured, looking down to his sword that he slid out by the thumb to examine. “Just stick close to me. I promise to keep you safe.”

“There’s no guarantee we’ll be safe down in The Cellar,” Eirene pointed out. “What’s your plan after we find Lucy and your girls?”

“To be honest, that’s as far as I’ve thought ahead so far,” Daniel admitted, walking across the bar to the front doors. Having them opened slightly, Daniel peeked at the street outside, seeing nobody moving through the shadows yet easily feeling as though they were being watched.

“For now, let’s make sure our family is alright. Once we do that, then we can think of what to do next.”

“Whatever you say, Daniel,” Eirene coyly said with a purr, the woman moving behind him and gracing his cheek with a gentle hand. Daniel looked at her curiously as the copycat smiled softly while her tail swayed over and caressed his rear, the woman’s hand holding his gaze onto her as she held him close.

“I’ll be sure to stay close by your side the entire time, my dear,” she said with a wink.

“Eirene?” he wondered.

The copycat slinked around him to stand before the man while closing the doors behind her, the woman looking him over with a hungry purr as she rested her hand on his chest.

“Of course, I wouldn’t mind a little more alone time with you. Perhaps we could rest here and see if I can’t… raise your spirits, or something else of yours.”

Gently moving her hand from his chest down to his crotch, the copycat started to move closer to him while licking her lips. Daniel remained silent while being taken aback by her sudden mood shift, his hand carefully taking hold of hers from going any further before he showed a cautious expression as he noticed something about the woman.

“Nice try,” he said, yanking his sword out and holding the blade up towards her neck. She gasped and pressed back against the doors in surprise as Daniel looked behind him, spotting Eirene by the back doorway being held from behind by someone with a hand clamped over her mouth. The copycat struggled as she was dragged away into the backroom, with the impostor in front of Daniel grabbing his arm and pushing it aside before she lunged at him.

“How the hell did you even know?” she demanded as they grappled with each other while stumbling around the tavern.

“Eirene’s eyes are yellow, with a slight tint of ginger to them,” Daniel grunted before he bashed the copycat in the face with his shield. She staggered back with a yowl before he swiped the barrier aside and knocked her into a spiral onto the ground with a bloodied mouth.

“You made them too dark of an orange with your disguise,” Daniel quipped, swinging his shield to get the blood off it. “That, and she wouldn’t put off trying to find her daughter for anything. She’s a loving mother, something I fear you missed out on having in your life.”

He quickly ran towards the backroom of the tavern while the copycat screamed and scrambled onto her feet. Making his way past the storage crates and barrels, Daniel raced out through the backdoor that had its lock and handle melted away, bringing him outside in the alleyway behind the saloon. His eyes quickly searched for any sign of Eirene, just managing to spot her being yanked into a corridor further away.

“Get back here!” the copycat behind him yelled, with Daniel swinging back with his shield and striking her in the face again.

“Last warning, do not test me,” he warned before running after the real Eirene. The copycat behind him yelled loudly while holding her bloody nose as she staggered aside and then chased after him.

Daniel raced down the street and darted into another alleyway, running through the darkened corridor as fast as he could while hearing Eirene’s voice echoing from ahead.

“Daniel!”

Rounding a corner, he came to a stop in a wider alley between a few tall buildings. Hearing footsteps behind him, he sharply spun his sword around at his side before thrusting it back. The pursuing copycat stopped as the blade struck through her gut, the woman hoarsely crying out as she dropped forward and clung to his shoulders with wobbling legs while the blade’s heated edge sizzled against her flesh and torn tunic.

“You fucking pig,” a gremlin in a dark cloak chuckled, the monstergirl holding Eirene close with a hand over her mouth and a dagger held to her throat. Eirene was staring at Daniel with wide eyes as he surveyed a few goblins and trolls standing beside the gremlin with their crossbows aimed at him.

“You killed the countess,” the gremlin laughed, shaking her head. “That wasn’t very nice of you.”

Daniel glanced back to see the copycat he impaled shifting to real appearance with short violet hair and a scar on her right cheek. The monstergirl sputtered out black blood before dropping dead behind him, the man giving his blade a sharp flick to get the blood off it before turning to glare at the monsters before him.

“I warned her not to test me,” Daniel said, slowly shaking his head. “And I’m going to warn you ladies right now of the same. Let Eirene go, or else.”

“You think you’re in any position to make threats?” the gremlin smirked. “You really are a piece of work, Daniel Sorres. I’m not sure it justifies the wild price on your head, but we’re not going to complain about that. No no no, no we are not, haha!”

“Are you bounty hunters?” Daniel asked. “Or am I speaking to those that chose to guard this city and its countess? You never can tell if you’re talking to a copycat, after all.”

“Meow, boy,” the gremlin mockingly quipped. “You are a perceptive one, aren’t you? I guess you probably did figure it out since you’re friends with Eirene here. Forgive us for still being dressed in our work attires, but we do take our duty rather seriously here in Stonegate, haha!”

“Do you now?” Daniel sharply retorted. “Forgive me for not believing you. Why would you betray your own countess like this? You’re supposed to be protecting her from your enemies, not throwing her to them.”

“You know nothing, human,” a troll scorned. “This bitch just pissed off The Sisterhood, those fucking savages want her dead, and if they don’t get her soon then they’ll raze our home to the ground looking for her.”

“The money we’ll be paid for handing her over isn’t the only reason we’re doing this,” a goblin said with a cruel smile and rather clear dialect despite appearing as a goblin. “Of course the idea of getting rich makes us rather happy, but the main reason we’re throwing her to The Sisterhood is out of necessity. Either those bloodthirsty butchers get what they want, or they’ll come here in full force and kill us all to get her. We’re not dying just because she crossed the wrong monsters.”

“I’m sure if we hand over Eirene and you to them, they’ll leave us alone after that,” a troll chuckled, eyeing Daniel over. “It’s nothing personal, mind you. If you weren’t here we wouldn’t have bothered looking for you, but since you are, I’m afraid we’ll be turning you in as well. Giving The Sisterhood both of you will not only make our city richer, but will also ensure our survival.”

“Drop your weapons and put your hands on your head,” a goblin ordered. “We’ll hand you over to them dead if we have to, it makes no difference to us. Either way, your ass is going straight to The Sisterhood along with hers.”

Daniel held in his growl before glancing behind, seeing a copycat with a crossbow and a troll with an axe carefully moving closer in the alley. Looking up, he noticed a few more gremlins, orcs, and an arachne standing on the rooftops, with crossbows aimed at the man from above.

“Is all of Stonegate against her now?” Daniel demanded. “Just how many of you deemed betraying your leader and offering her to monsters like The Sisterhood an acceptable choice?”

“Between that and being annihilated by their army, this is the better choice for us all,” a troll reasoned. “Many of us see the cards we’ve been dealt and know the only play we can make now. We will do what we must to protect our people and our way of life. I’m sure deep down inside, the countess understands this and will accept it in the end.”

Eirene slowly grabbed the gremlin’s arm and lowered it and the hand off her mouth, the woman shakily breathing while having a dagger pressed near her throat.

“Please,” she begged. “Please, just tell me you didn’t involve Lucy in this. Tell me she’s safe at least.”

“Don’t worry, we’re not going to give her to The Sisterhood,” a goblin assured her. Eirene glanced to her as the woman smiled bitterly at the countess. “Then again, we’re rather tired of dealing with her ourselves. Your daughter really is a pest, and I’ve had enough cleaning up her messes. Since her mother is leaving Stonegate, it would be best if she ‘left’ too. I’m sure everyone here would appreciate having her gone as well.”

“No,” Eirene breathed out in horror. “You can’t.”

“We’ll make it quick with her,” the gremlin sneered. “She won’t even see it coming, we promise. You should be more worried about yourself. I don’t think The Sisterhood is going to be as merciful once they get their hands on you.”

“No! She’s just a child, you can’t do this!” Eirene cried out before the gremlin clamped her hand over the woman’s mouth again. The countess continued to scream while beginning to cry in the gremlin’s hold, with all eyes then turning to Daniel as he was glaring at Eirene’s captor while clenching his sword tightly.

“It’s not enough for you to sell out your own countess to your enemies,” Daniel scorned. “But you also plan to murder an innocent little girl simply out of spite? How low can you possibly go in your life?”

“Somehow I doubt we’ll lose any sleep over it,” the gremlin quipped. “Stonegate will be safe from The Sisterhood’s wrath, we’ll be a rich city after collecting the reward for you two, and no more Lucy causing trouble around here. Everyone wins. Well, mostly. Now, enough talk. Drop your weapons and come with us peacefully, or else we’ll settle for handing your corpse over to them.”

Daniel carefully glanced around in frustration as he saw all the monsters watching him, their archers set to fire from all directions, and the troll in the alley behind him slowly reaching out for the man while ready to strike with her axe. He then saw Eirene staring at him with fright, the woman’s whimpering being heard amidst the tense standoff as he saw the pleading look in her eyes.

“Now what are you going to do?” Ragnarok dryly asked. “And please don’t tell me you’re actually considering charging these monsters while armed with that pathetic little butter knife.”

‘No, I can’t attack them. Not when they have Eirene like this. But I have to do something. She’s counting on me to keep her safe.’

“Yeah, about that. You’re doing an amazing job with it so far. Keep it up. That was sarcasm in case you couldn’t tell.”

‘Now is not the time, Ragnarok,’ Daniel sternly thought back.

“Don’t be stupid, human,” the troll behind him warned. “You’re surrounded. If you don’t want her to die right here and now along with you, lay down your arms and come peacefully.”

“I promised Eirene I would keep her safe,” Daniel countered, glancing back to her with a narrowed eye. “Putting my sword down doesn’t seem like a good way of doing that.”

“And just how do you expect to save her now?” the troll laughed, shaking her head.

“Enough of this,” the copycat next to her said, shifting her crossbow’s aim downward. “We still get paid the full amount if he’s breathing. I’m taking him down and ending this.”

Before she could pull the trigger or Daniel could take a swing at the approaching troll, everyone stopped as something was heard echoing through the city streets around them. It sounded like the strings of a musical instrument being played, rapidly with a wild rhythm, and dancing all around the area as those on the rooftops tried searching for the source to no avail.

“What is that?” the gremlin asked, looking around in discontent while holding Eirene close. The copycat glanced around as the music kept circling them, with the archers in the street slowly turning around as they kept on alert. The heavy riff from the musical instrument continued to echo around the area, growing louder and louder before a figure quickly shot into the air from behind a towering building nearby. Everyone looked up as the source of the music spiraled around in the sky against the backdrop of the moon with clouds slowly parting from it, then soared downward before landing atop the tower’s slanted roof with stone shingles being destroyed and flying off from impact.

“Oh yeaaaahhhh!” a woman called out while slowly rising to her feet. Bathed in the moonlight while nearby streetlamps bloomed from underneath, a gargoyle was seen taking a few steps forward to the edge of the building’s rooftop with her tail swaying behind her.

“Are you ready to rock, Stonegate?” she cheered out enthusiastically while holding up her musical instrument; a citole made of polished oakwood with six strings glinting in the light. The monstergirl’s wings were extended out, a narrow long flowing skirt of dark silk with golden borders around her waist fluttered in the wind, a skimpy white top hugged her large breasts that bounced with her energetic hop, golden armbands worn below her shoulders gleamed in the moon’s light, her long gray hair was pulled into a ponytail on the left side of her head with a golden hairband, and her radiant green eyes were locked onto the confused monsters and human below her. After a long pause of uneasy silence, the gargoyle showed a dull expression and sighed irritably.

“Seriously? Rock. Stonegate. Nobody got that? You are all so dull, and that’s coming from someone made of stone.”

“It’s a gargoyle,” a goblin near the gremlin cautioned. “This complicates things. We can’t have those girls catching wind of this.”

“Catching wind of what, my dear?” the gargoyle mocked, turning her head and holding a hand up to her large ear. “Oh, are you by chance talking about the supposed plot to hand over the countess of Stonegate to The Sisterhood? The one that I was told of by that nice lamia who passed by my perch on the city wall not even five minutes ago? The same underhanded and totally heinous plot that included murdering the countess’ daughter that I easily overhead you saying just now? That one? That the one you’re talking about?”

“Uh… um…” the gremlin shakily said with a nervous smile. “We can explain. This is all a big misunderstanding.”

“No, it really isn’t,” Daniel spoke up. “I think you understand the situation perfectly.”

“How dare you all,” the gargoyle condemned. “Betraying the countess of Stonegate, speaking of murdering an innocent child, and causing all this trouble on the night of my concert! I’m supposed to be going on stage soon, I was practicing all week for this night, and you goddamn bitches chose now of all times to expose your true colors and totally ruin what was supposed to be my best performance yet! Now I’m stuck playing peacekeeper and cleaning up your mess out here, and that seriously grinds my rocks!”

“Grinds your… rocks?” the arachne on the rooftop questioned.

“It’s a figure of speech for gargoyles, never mind!” the gargoyle shot back in a fluster. “The point is, I’m pissed off, and all of you are going to pay dearly for it! Now this is your only warning, drop your weapons or else I’m going to make you!”

“No, I don’t think we will,” the gremlin scoffed. The copycat in the alley behind Daniel shifted about as she removed the bolt from her crossbow before arming something else in it. Taking aim from around the corner, Daniel noticed the bolt she had loaded held a larger, blunt tip, and what appeared to be a sizzling fuse lit near it.

“No!” Daniel yelled, swinging his sword at her. The troll parried his blade and then backhanded him off his feet, throwing him into the wall with a sharp grunt as the copycat fired her bolt towards the gargoyle. The sizzling bolt streaked upwards towards the monstergirl who scoffed before pushing down with her foot into the stone shingles of the rooftop, her large talons cracking the tiles that she then flung forward with a swift kick into the air. The bolt soared at her and hit the debris, exploding instantly with a powerful bang.

“Alright, we’re doing this the hard way,” she reasoned with a shrug. “Heh. Get it? Hard? Eh, who am I kidding? This crowd sucks.”

With a flick of the hand to brush her ponytail back behind her, wings swooshing outward as she prepared to take flight, and her citole being proudly held before her as she rested her hand’s claws on the strings of the instrument, the gargoyle displayed a cool smile as she beheld her foes tensing up while taking aim at her with their weapons.

“Cue the music,” she said, then struck the strings of the citole with a sharp riff.

“Take her out, now!” the gremlin ordered, with archers firing explosive-tipped bolts at the gargoyle. The musical monster took off into the air while strumming her citole with a rapid beat, the rooftop below her being annihilated by a barrage of explosions that cast out a large cloud of dust and haze.

“What is she doing?” the arachne questioned, watching the gargoyle flying around in circles overhead. “Is she going to fight or just play that stupid music?”

“Music,” an orc repeated, examining the gargoyle carefully. “Wait a minute. A gargoyle musician. Isn’t she…”

“Let’s rock and roll!” the gargoyle cheered, diving down towards a few archers on the rooftops. She slammed down atop a goblin with a powerful crash, sending out broken shingles and debris from the impact while her opponents quickly backed away in surprise. Dashing out from the billowing cloud of dust, the gargoyle raced towards an orc while continuing to play her citole with a heavy beat.

“You stupid bitch!” the orc yelled, firing her explosive-tipped bolt at her. The gargoyle evaded the projectile by jumping into a tight spiral around it, her tail whipping by and ensnaring the sizzling bolt as she reoriented and swiftly kicked the monstergirl away with a hard strike. The yowling orc flew past the arachne and slammed into a stone chimney that she crashed through, her limp body shifting into a copycat’s appearance as she and the debris fell to the street below with a loud crash. The gargoyle then leapt into the air while throwing the bolt with her tail down at the spider’s feet. With a powerful explosion, the arachne was blasted off the roof with a loud shriek, all while the gargoyle did a nimble backflip before soaring down and stomping a troll down through the rooftop. As the window from the room below shattered with dust shooting out from it along with a copycat’s strained yowl, the gargoyle took off towards another building where archers were shooting at her from atop it.

“Oh yeah!” the gargoyle shouted, striking a sharp riff from the citole that sent out a distorted wave around her. The explosive bolts soared towards her before being knocked away from the soundwave, all of them flying back with staggered flights before raining down around the archers who screamed and scrambled about to avoid them.

“You can’t stop the music!” the gargoyle declared, flying over and swatting a goblin away with her wing. As the woman was knocked off the roof and down into a pile of trash behind the building while shifting into her true form as a copycat, the gargoyle swiftly hit another goblin with her wing, sending her flying across the alley with everyone below watching as she soared overhead and crashed into another archer with a painful yowl.

“Nobody can stop the music!” the gargoyle fiercely proclaimed, striking a hard tune with her citole that caused a rippling soundwave to erupt around her. The shingles of the roof were torn away from the wave while the last orc near her was sent flying from the sheer force, her clothing tearing off her body as she was sent hurtling away with a dazed meow before she crashed into a steel chimney and came to an abrupt stop against the dented pipe. The groaning woman slowly shifted back into her copycat form before remaining silent, with the gargoyle laughing sharply before she turned to face the buildings across the alleyway.

“Wicked guitar solo time!” she shouted, right before she started furiously jamming on her citole. Daniel and the monstergirls in the street watched as not only distorted waves flew through the air overhead from the rising sound, but also streaks of light that danced through them with crackling energy. The onslaught cast out by the gargoyle struck the rooftop across from her, knocking archers clear off their feet with their clothes violently ripping off their bodies, and tearing apart the top of the building from the sheer force of the music. The monsters were blown off the building while shifting into their copycat forms, they and the rubble from the building below them that was ripped apart flying across the street and into more shops that they crashed into.

“Fuck yeah!” the gargoyle cheered, swaying in her dance while playing her instrument, in doing so causing the wave of musical power to shift from one roof to another as she swept more of the attackers away in a torrent of sound and light.

In the alleyway below, Daniel watched as the gargoyle cleared the archers away while also stripping them of their clothing in the process, a few tattered skirts and tops slowly fluttering down onto the ground near him as he beheld the sight in both amazement and also bewilderment. Snapping to his senses, he quickly grabbed his sword while getting onto his feet, striking the axe out of the stunned troll’s hand at his side before whacking her head with the flat edge of the blade.

As the woman dropped to the ground with a dazed grunt, Daniel dashed past her and struck his sword through the crossbow of the copycat in the alley, taking it apart before he grabbed the woman by the tunic and swung her around into the wall. The copycat dropped to the ground groaning in pain while holding her head as Daniel turned to see the gremlin and archers nearby watching the gargoyle in frustration, with Eirene glancing to him while slowly reaching up for the gremlin’s arms.

“Damn that girl,” the gremlin cursed. Eirene grit her teeth before yanking the gremlin’s arm and dagger away from her, dodging underneath as the gremlin tried swiping the blade at her, before pulling her arm over and striking the blade through the gremlin’s neck with a slick swipe. As black blood sprayed out to the side and the gremlin shifted back into her appearance of a copycat that gurgled while stumbling down onto the ground, Eirene ran aside and tackled a troll while trying to wrestle the crossbow out from her grip.

“You fucking bitch!” another archer yelled, taking aim at Eirene.

“Watch it!” a third shouted at her. “You still have the boom bolt loaded!”

The woman jumped before quickly switching her projectile with a normal bolt, then glanced to see Daniel running towards them with his sword drawn.

“Get back, human!” she yelled, throwing the sizzling bolt down towards the ground in front of him. It struck and exploded with a powerful bang and eruption of dust and rocks, with Daniel charging through the haze with his shield that had extended outward into a large magical barrier.

“Stay down!” the other archer yelled, firing her explosive bolt towards Daniel. It struck his shield and exploded with a sharp bang, knocking him back with sliding feet from the force, before he ran towards her again.

“Who the hell is this guy anyway?” she exclaimed in disbelief.

Eirene and the troll she was grappling with rolled around on the ground before the crossbow fired with a loud snap, its explosive projectile soaring across the alley and detonating against a building that sent out debris and broken glass all across the lane. The other archers shielded themselves with their arms from the flying rubble before Daniel ran over and sent one flying with a heavy strike with his shield to her face. He swung his blade and destroyed another’s crossbow before bashing her head with his barrier, sending the woman to the ground in a daze while two goblins ran towards him as they drew daggers out from behind.

“How dare you do this!” Eirene shouted as she and the troll tumbled around together.

“Face it, you’re as good as dead!” the troll shouted back as they struggled to sit upright while fighting each other. “Do the honorable thing and don’t take us down with you!”

“You’re planning to kill my daughter, how is that honorable?” Eirene yelled, scratching her opponent’s face and drawing black blood as they tried pulling the crossbow away from one another. The archer screamed in pain as she recoiled, her hands pulling back the cord of the weapon before it clicked into place.

“Have you met your brat of a daughter? Nobody here will miss her in the least!” the monster yelled before trying to punch Eirene. The two wrestled around while trying to strike at each other’s faces, with Eirene then screaming as she yanked the crossbow out from the other’s hands and swung it down at her head.

“You goddamn traitors!” Eirene shouted, then froze just as the other did. It was then they noticed that the crossbow had struck down atop the troll and hit her shoulder, with her head now in the opening between the arm and the weapon. The archer looked down at the crossbow that was resting against her neck then to Eirene who was staring at her with a stern glare while holding the weapon that was set to fire nothing. Not that it needed to, as the countess then pulled the trigger, snapping the wire taut and right through the neck of the monstergirl it instantly beheaded.

“You’re fired,” Eirene scorned as the headless archer collapsed with a spurt of black blood coming from her neck. She looked over to see Daniel blocking a swing of a goblin’s dagger with his shield while another raced around his barrier and swiped at him with hers. The man parried her blade with his sword before she tackled him to the ground, grabbing his arm and holding it down while the other took hold of his shield and pinned him to the ground.

“Hold him steady,” a troll growled as she and her friend stumbled to their feet, both rubbing their sore jaws and glaring at the man while they shifted into their normal copycat forms. They came closer and unsheathed their daggers, preparing to strike down at the man while he was held in place by the two guards, right before one of them took a bolt through the eye with a swift impact. The copycat staggered back before dropping dead, with everyone turning to see Eirene trying to load another bolt into her crossbow.

“Bad move!” the standing copycat yelled, running towards the countess with her dagger.

“Screw this!” a goblin shouted as she struggled to keep Daniel in place. “Let’s just throw their corpses to The Sisterhood and be done with it! Kill them both!”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” her friend said, both raising their blades to strike at Daniel.

“Daniel!” Eirene cried out, right before she raised her crossbow to block the dagger from her attacker.

The monstergirls atop Daniel wound back with their blades overhead, with the man being unable to move his arms while the women kept him pinned in place. Before they could plunge their daggers into him, they were swiftly knocked aside by a stone wing, throwing them into a tumble across the alley and into the wall. The copycat that hacked and slashed Eirene’s crossbow to pieces looked back to see the gargoyle with the citole standing over Daniel and smiling sharply at the remaining opponent.

The gargoyle slowly shook her head at the trembling copycat before she turned and struck a sharp riff from her instrument, a loud soundwave echoing throughout the alley and blasting the two other attackers that were starting to get up. With their bodies being slammed into the wall and their clothing tearing off their bodies that shifted into their copycat forms, the two naked felines dropped to the ground unconscious before the gargoyle turned and struck another sharp chord towards the troll and copycat at the end of the alley that were trying to slink away. The two monstergirls were struck by the resonating soundwave, throwing them hard into the wall while their clothes tore off their bodies, leaving them to collapse naked on the ground while barely clinging to consciousness. With a smirk on her face, the gargoyle then turned towards the remaining copycat that was shaking in fear.

“Veni, vidi, vici,” the gargoyle taunted, raising her hand above the instrument. “That means I came, I saw, and I fucking rocked, bitch.”

With a hard strum across the strings, she sent out an echoing soundwave that blasted the copycat off her feet. With her clothes tearing off her body as she soared over Eirene and into the stone wall with a hard impact, the countess and human watched the woman slowly slumping down onto the ground with a twitching leg while the gargoyle hopped with an excited cheer.

“Ya-hoo! That’ll teach you goddamn cats to interfere with my concert! Oh, and for also trying to kidnap the countess, too. That wasn’t cool either.”

Brushing her ponytail aside over her shoulder with a proud grin, the gargoyle took a moment to twirl her citole in one hand before jumping into a joyful spin.

“Hell yeah! Who’s the hero here? That’s right, me! I’m so amazing I astound myself! I managed to keep the countess safe from those traitorous bitches and I did so without causing any expensive damage to my surroundings! That’ll show everyone back up on the mountain. Contrary to what they keep saying, I do not destroy everything around me with my awesome music.”

Standing tall and proud with a wide smile on her face, the gargoyle didn’t even flinch as a few buildings around them rumbled before collapsing with loud crashes, something Daniel and Eirene hopped with startles from as they quickly looked around to seeing the structures falling apart while having fires burning within them. They then turned to the gargoyle who remained still for a moment longer before smiling at Eirene.

“All of those were already on fire and falling apart when I got here,” she assured with a nod. “But never mind what those stupid bitches around us did to your city. Are you okay, countess? They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

Eirene stared at her in disbelief for a moment before she quickly got onto her feet, the woman taking a moment to survey the downed copycats that littered the alleyway, before she nodded and smiled a little at the gargoyle.

“I’m fine. Thank you for helping us. Thank you so much. Daniel? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m alright,” Daniel said, getting up and dusting himself off. “That certainly… got out of hand quickly. I’m just glad you’re okay, Eirene. I’m sorry I let you get taken like that.”

“You didn’t do anything of the sort,” Eirene promised, running over and hugging him. “They got us both by surprise. Thank you for coming after me, Daniel. If you hadn’t, they might have really taken me away.”

“Even still, it seems I need to keep you closer to me where I can keep a better eye on you,” Daniel remarked, smirking at the copycat who smiled timidly at him. “I did promise to keep you safe, and I would hate to be made known a liar for failing to do so. I do have a reputation of upholding my promises that I don’t want to see tarnished, after all.”

“Well, I would certainly hate to make you out to be a liar, Daniel Sorres,” Eirene said with a small giggle. The two smiled at each other before noticing the gargoyle watching them with a shrewd grin.

“Should I leave you two alone right now?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t wish to… interrupt anything.”

Daniel and Eirene jumped a bit before breaking their embrace with weak smiles and slight laughter.

“No, that’s alright,” Daniel remarked. “And thank you for helping us. That was quite the performance you put on just now. I never knew musicians were capable of… anything like that.”

“Yeah, well, I am pretty amazing, what can I say?” the gargoyle said, looking at her claws with a smug smile. “Just doing my part, that’s all.”

“Indeed,” Daniel said, then looked at the gargoyle’s citole. “So is that thing enchanted, or was that magical display we saw from you?”

“What, this old thing?” she said, admiring her instrument. “Yeah, this baby has a wicked enchantment on it alright. And it’s made from the toughest wood you can find that was soaked in a special salve elves use on their bows, something they make from amordyl ferns or whatever they call them. This thing is super durable so I can play it without fear of snapping it like a twig, and it’s able to amplify the music I play to amazing levels that can literally blow the clothes off anyone it hits! It was worth every gold coin I spent on it, let me tell you.”

“Yes, we… noticed,” Daniel said, glancing around at the naked monstergirls in the street.

“There isn’t anything that can make better music than my pride and joy right here,” the gargoyle boasted, caressing her citole. “Which is a real shame for those that can only read this book, because words can never properly convey just how awesome this thing sounds. Those people are really missing out.”

“What?” Daniel asked, puzzled.

“Wait, I know you,” Eirene said, eyeing the gargoyle closely. “That’s right. The bard of Stonegate Mountain. You’re Neru, aren’t you?”

“The one and only,” Neru proudly said with a bow.

“Yes, I remember hearing about you,” Eirene recalled. “They say you have a real talent with music, and also how at every concert you perform in there are waivers that must be signed by the audience to attend your shows due to how dangerous they can get from said music. Not to mention the risk of them losing their clothes from how… strongly you play that thing.”

“Oh come on, they’re not that dangerous,” Neru groaned while rolling her eyes. “It’s not like I play this this thing at maximum power all the time, I know how to control it. Mostly. And so what if my music is so badass that it literally strips people of their clothing from time to time? That’s hot and awesome in itself, you can’t deny it. Anyway, who doesn’t like gratuitous fanservice? I mean, seriously, who didn’t enjoy reading about what I just did to those stupid bitches moments ago?”

“She’s speaking rather strangely,” Daniel commented, scratching his head. “I can’t understand everything she’s saying.”

“Yes, I’ve heard she often sings with rather strange lyrics,” Eirene mused, examining the gargoyle. “She’s said to speak in odd vernaculars every now and then as well. Probably from her training as a bard. I would just ignore it.”

“Okay then,” Daniel unsurely replied. “Well, at any rate, thank you again for helping us, Neru. It’s nice to know not everyone in Stonegate is willing to toss Eirene to the wolves. We do appreciate the help dealing with those disgraceful cats.”

“It was no trouble at all,” the gargoyle said, waving it off. “Think nothing of it.”

“That is true, you seemed to have the upper hand against them,” Daniel agreed with a nod. “Well, I suppose I should properly introduce myself. My name is Daniel Sorres. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Neru.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” Neru said with a wink before she rushed forward and pressed herself against his chest. The man smiled nervously as the gargoyle’s breasts were softer than he expected from a stone monster yet still pushed against him noticeably as she smiled coyly at him.

“My, you are the handsome one,” Neru purred. “I can see why Eirene is interested in you. Good-looking, sharp dresser, brave in the face of danger, the main protagonist; you’re the whole package, aren’t you?”

“What are you talking about?” Eirene demanded with a large blush. “Don’t just assume what’s going on between us like that! And stop crowding him! Get your breasts off him right now!”

“Right, like nobody’s assuming what’s going on yet,” Neru laughed, rolling her eyes. “I think everyone can see where things are going with you two, it’s not exactly a surprise for anyone at this point. If anything, it’s to be expected by now.”

“Stop talking nonsense like that! And for the last time, quit bouncing your damn breasts against him!” Eirene shouted.

“Someone sounds awfully jealous over there,” Neru playfully said, bumping her chest against Daniel one more time before stepping back from him. “But fine, have it your way.”

“Yes, uh… thank you,” Daniel said with a weak smile. “Anyway, we should maybe focus on the pressing matter of escorting the countess here out of Stonegate and down into a certain cellar that might be safer for her, don’t you think?”

Neru looked at him carefully from that remark then glanced to Eirene who nodded at her.

“He already knows, it’s alright,” the copycat assured. “He hasn’t been officially sworn to secrecy about it yet, but he’s proven to be trustworthy in my eyes without a doubt.”

“Alright then,” Neru agreed, smirking at Daniel while tilting her head. “If the countess says you’re cool, then you’re cool with me. I’m actually heading to a super-secret place that you may or may not know about where I’m supposed to be performing right now, so I don’t mind tagging along with the countess here to make sure she gets there in one piece.”

“Thank you, Neru,” Daniel said. “Let’s get going then. We need to get Eirene to safety, we need to make sure her daughter is okay, and I need to regroup with my family before they start worrying about me.”

“And I need to deal with some traitorous rats and their attempted coup in my own city,” Eirene added with a growl. “I don’t know how deep this corruption reaches, but I need to put a stop to it before it goes any further.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Neru said, holding her citole at the ready. “So what are we waiting for? Let’s rock.”

Daniel grabbed Eirene’s hand and led her down the alleyway, the copycat watching him with a gentle gaze and a small blush while Neru flew low to the ground after them. As he led the countess and gargoyle deeper into Stonegate, Daniel could feel others still watching them from the shadows, knowing that this was no longer a safe haven for him, his family, or his friends.

The ominous and dangerous aura that Stonegate had been built up to display towards others appeared to have actually become real.




Chapter 8

Entourage

When surrounded by potential threats in a dangerous situation, keeping a calm and collected mind could be challenging for some. When those that threatened your life turned out to be the ones you initially entrusted with it, it would be even more difficult to handle. In situations like this, it was critical to discern who could be trusted and who couldn’t, as facing these trials alone would be incredibly daunting if not impossible. Should luck be in your favor, perhaps you would come across new allies who could help you survive.

Or, if the fates were so twisted, a former enemy.

*****

“Okay, so do you want to make a deal, or not?” a very enthusiastic and rather sickly gremlin asked, her wide smile showing a few gold teeth and some missing ones. The monstergirl laughed heartily while sitting at a table inside a heavily cluttered shop, with trinkets and artifacts of questionable value stuffed into every nook, cranny, shelf, chest, and rack around her. Glimmering jewelry, weapons and armor of antique design, mystical relics and glowing rocks; there appeared to be no shortage of commodities housed within the store, with a few lit lamps hanging from the walls while another rested atop the table that the gremlin leaned over with a shrewd grin on her face.

“Well? What’s it going to be? I’m very busy, you know. Are we making a deal or not?”

Sitting across from her was a witch, one that was visiting Stonegate while dressed in her usual unique attire. Large patchwork bunny ears sticking out of her red witches hat, a puffy fuzzball tail sewn into the back of her red skirt that had golden trimmings, a leather pouch fastened to her left hip in the shape of a bunny, long black and gray stockings along with tall brown boots with pink lace, and her traveling companion of a stuffed rabbit that was clothed in a small red vest and yellow bowtie. The witch remained silent while watching the gremlin through her white mask that had a creepy smile set in it along with whiskers drawn around the nose. While she gently pet the stuffed bunny she had sitting on her lap, her amber focuser gemstones glinted on the rings she wore on three of her fingers, they being a matching set for another three seen when she used her other hand to casually brush her long raven hair off her shoulder.

“5,000,” the witch calmly said, getting an angry grunt from the gremlin who sat back in her chair with a flinching scowl. “That’s 1,000 for each of them, a fair price for such rare items, and also the price that was offered before I collected them all for this particular deal.”

“Again,” the gremlin said with a bitter smile. “The demand for them has declined since then. I’m afraid 600 gold coins for each of them is the best I can do. Take it or leave it, it makes no difference to me.”

“Then I’ll leave it,” the witch said, swinging her stuffed bunny behind where she fastened it to the leather straps she had on her back. Turning around and hopping off her seat, the witch started to walk towards the door before the gremlin quickly stood up.

“Wait!” the shopkeeper shouted, with the witch pausing before slowly looking back to her. “You’re not going to get a better price for them anywhere else, you’d be a fool to walk out on this deal.”

“I’ll take my chances,” the witch said, reaching for the doorhandle.

“Okay, stop!” the gremlin yelled, taking a moment to bite her tongue before speaking again. “700! I can do 700 for each. How’s that?”

“1,000 for each,” the witch remarked. “These are quite rare and very difficult to come by, believe me I would know. I will not part with them for anything less than 1,000. Each.”

The gremlin growled while slumping down in her chair, something the witch watched from over her shoulder before turning towards the door again.

“800,” the gremlin forced out through what teeth she had. “Each. I can’t do any higher than that.”

“Then I’ll find someone who can,” the witch said, opening the door.

“Wait!” the gremlin shouted. She held a hand over her face with a heavy growl before she started laughing. Shaking her head, the gremlin leaned back while cackling to herself, something the witch merely looked back at while remaining quiet.

“You really can’t be bartered with, can you?” the gremlin asked her with a slick smile. “It is true what they say, you simply will not budge on any payment, will you?”

“I wouldn’t make acceptable money for my time and efforts if I did,” the witch reasoned with a shrug.

“I suppose not,” the gremlin said with a heavy sigh. “Very well. 1,000 for each. I really hate having to pay that much, but like you said, they are quite rare to obtain. The alchemists we have here are very keen on getting their hands on them. Here’s hoping they’re worth every gold coin.”

“So we have a deal then?” the witch asked, closing the door.

“Yeah, yeah, we have a deal,” the gremlin said in defeat, walking over to the side of the shop where she entered a storeroom. “5,000 gold coins for them all. Uh, you have a wagon or something outside to carry all this? Might be a little heavy for a small girl like you.”

“I’ll manage,” the witch assured, hopping back over to the table.

“What? Are you serious?” the gremlin asked, poking her head out. “How are you going to carry all this? With magic or something?”

“Something like that.”

“Uh… okay?” the gremlin said with a shrug. She went back into the room, was heard grunting while jingling coins rustled about, and then slowly walked out while dragging a large heavy leather sack that was tied shut at the top.

“Fuck, this is heavy,” the gremlin muttered, setting the large sack down beside the table. “Well, there you go. The ladies in the alchemy lab gathered this up for the deal. No idea how they managed to pull that kind of funding for their research, but it’s their money, their problem. Of course, it’s your money now, provided you have what they want.”

“But of course,” the witch said, reaching into her bunny pouch. The gremlin watched with a raised eyebrow as the little caster shifted her hand around inside the tiny bag. After a moment she pulled out two pieces of chalk, one being green and the other red. The witch hummed a happy tune while drawing a green circle atop the table, then drew a square block near the edge within it.

“What… are you doing?” the gremlin asked, shaking her head.

“Just a sec,” the witch replied, using the red chalk to give the outlines she drew a crimson border. After she finished with that, the witch used her hand to turn the block she drew like a handle, causing a loud clank to be heard beneath the table. The gremlin stared with wide eyes as the witch pulled open the circular hatch she drew on the counter, swinging it up and over to reveal a darkened hole under it.

“Wha… what the hell?” the gremlin said, rubbing her eyes. She looked around at the dark hole in the middle of the table, then ducked under the stand to see nothing having changed below it. Standing up she looked at the hole in puzzlement before the witch leaned down into it while gently kicking her legs behind her.

“Let’s see… where did I put them again?” her echoing voice was heard from within.

“What is that? What are you doing to my table?” the gremlin asked in disbelief.

“I said give me a sec. Sheesh,” the witch complained. After a moment she pulled back out while holding a large glass container that had steel and bronze caps along with support frames, the inside of it having a glowing violet crystal.

“Here’s one,” she said, placing the container on the table before leaning back down into her magical stash. The gremlin stared at it in awe as the witch brought out one after another, with a total of five of the containers being placed together.

“There you go,” the witch proclaimed, gracefully gesturing to them. “Five malichaitous verrus crystals. Be careful with that stuff. You let it touch your clothes and the residue stain will never come out. And also you’ll probably die.”

“Where did you get them all?” the gremlin asked, carefully examining them.

“Long story,” the witch said, shaking her head. “Let’s just say I know my way around some really poisonous wetlands. I’ve hunted down these crystals for others before, but never five at once. I don’t know what those alchemists of yours are planning on doing with all of these, and frankly I don’t want to know.”

“Good, it’s best not to ask too many questions around here,” the gremlin smirked at her. “We like travelers with that sort of mindset in Stonegate.”

“Yeah, whatever,” the witch said, waving her hand over the sack next to the table. The bag lifted into the air where she levitated it over the opening in the counter. Waving a finger sharply, a tear sliced through the bottom of the sack, with the gold coins spilling into the dark hole in a glimmering stream of avarice.

“So… what is that anyway?” the gremlin asked, pointing at where all the gold was falling into.

“Just a rabbit hole,” the witch said with a shrug.

“That thing… is really deep, isn’t it?” the shopkeeper wondered, watching the last of the gold coins falling out of the bag and into the dark void.

“You have no idea,” the witch giggled. She paused for a moment then struck an inquisitive pose with her hands at her hips. “Say now, what’s all this then? Mr. Fluffyton? Did that sound like 5,000 gold coins to you?”

Looking back over her shoulder, she shook a little to get the bunny to sway side to side, then looked back to the gremlin while waving away the empty sack.

“I agree, that did not sound like 5,000 gold coins to me either,” the witch sharply said. “No no no, no it did not.”

“What? What are you talking about?” the gremlin nervously asked. “That was the full amount agreed upon. I counted it all this morning myself.”

“You counted wrong,” the witch harshly spoke, holding out a hand towards her. The gremlin quickly backed up against the shelves of merchandise behind her, watching as the little caster turned her hand around before a gold coin flew up from the hole and landed on her palm.

“One gold coin too many,” the girl calmly said before flipping the coin into the air towards the gremlin. The woman caught it with a startle before smiling weakly at the witch. “I only collect the amount agreed upon. No less, no more.”

“Is that so?” the gremlin asked with a small laugh. “You had me worried there. I guess the stories about you were true. They say you’re as honest as treasure hunters come, Moriko the Faceless.”

“Stop, you’re going to make me blush,” the witch quipped before closing the open hatch atop the table. She pushed the handle back into its original place and then pulled out a black cloth from her bunny pouch. Wiping away the chalk atop the counter, the little monstergirl hummed a casual tune to herself before putting away the cloth and chalk.

“A pleasure doing business with you,” Moriko said before hopping off her seat and walking towards the door.

“If I may ask,” the gremlin called out, halting Moriko as she grabbed hold of the doorhandle. “Why do you always wear a mask to hide your face? For a respectable and trustworthy professional such as yourself, why hide who you really are? I’m sure you do have a face under that mask, despite your nickname. What exactly are you hiding beneath that thing?”

The witch remained silent for a moment before looking back over her shoulder.

“I thought it was best not to ask too many questions around here.”

“Fair,” the gremlin conceded with a nod and fanciful wave. Moriko nodded back and took her leave, closing the door behind her while the gremlin shifted her eyes onto the bottled crystals atop the table.

“I suppose we all have our fair share of secrets,” she playfully purred, with her voice becoming oddly distorted towards the end.

Stepping outside the shop, Moriko casually looked around at the bleak scenery of the dreary buildings and dirty streets of Stonegate. A few trolls and goblins walked by dressed in dark cloaks and cowls, the monsters shooting Moriko eerie grins while an arachne was just staring at her from her web that took over the entirety of a nearby alley.

“Not exactly a place I prefer to do business in, but when the gold’s that good how can I be expected to say no? At least the deal is over and done with. Let’s go, Mr. Fluffyton, anyplace is better than here to spend the night.”

She started skipping along the street while humming a playful tune, the witch’s gemstone focusers glimmering in the darkened road while her shadow danced around her from the passing lampposts now and again. After a while, however, she quickly came to a stop as a blaring musical melody ripped through the air. Looking around puzzled, Moriko searched for the source without success as everything appeared to quiet down, right before a few loud screams were suddenly heard overhead. They were soon followed by three naked copycats dropping onto the street with hard impacts, the dazed cats mewling weakly while twitching at the feet of the witch.

“It’s… raining naked cat girls,” Moriko slowly said to herself. She looked up at the sky for a moment then back down to the copycats that lost consciousness before her. “I don’t know how to respond to that.”

Shaking her head, she then hopped around the copycats and continued skipping along the street, paying no mind to a few trolls and orcs that came running over to check the downed copycats in alarm. Rounding a corner, she quickly halted as she saw more monstergirls running about in the road ahead. Among them were trolls, gremlins, and a few cat girls with crossbows, all of which were running towards a loud disturbance taking place a few blocks over. Strange lights and echoing musical notes could be heard coming from it, along with a few screams and what sounded like explosions.

“What the heck is going on?” Moriko wondered. “Is the whole city going crazy?”

She observed the locals rushing through the street while others stood guard within it, all of the women appearing on edge with weapons drawn as they kept a sharp watch around them. Moriko slowly backed up behind the corner of a building, an annoyed grumble coming from behind her mask as she shook her head.

“I don’t know what’s happening, but I don’t want to get involved. Everyone’s always quick to point the finger at a witch if we’re nearby when trouble strikes. Better find another way out of the city.”

She took off to the side of the street down a darkened passageway, her nimble steps turning into playful hops now and again as she made her way through the grimy corridor.

“I just knew coming here would be a hassle,” she muttered to herself. “I never should have accepted that job from these monsters. The red flags were all there, Moriko, you saw those children chained up in the shop windows yourself, and what did you still do? You kept walking and chose to do business with them because of all the gold they were offering. I really need to be pickier about the jobs I take on, or at least arrange the meetups to not take place in hellholes like this.”

Running out of the alley across a street, the witch noticed more guards on high alert nearby, their eyes failing to notice the little caster in time as she darted into another passageway between two towering buildings while moving quickly.

“Well this is just great,” she complained. “There are guards everywhere. Now what do I do? I can’t get mixed up in whatever is happening in this city, and I certainly can’t blow them all up and be done with it either. If I attack those who gave me the job I took on I’ll ruin my whole reputation as a trustworthy treasure hunter. I need to find a place to hide until this blows over. As long as I don’t draw attention to myself I should be okay. That shouldn’t be so hard, right?”

Hopping out of the corridor into a small backstreet, the witch was promptly run into by someone that threw them both into a wild tumble along the ground. With a dazed groan, Moriko slowly sat up while rubbing her head, her unseen gaze then turning downward as she realized she was sitting on someone.

“Hello, what’s all this then?” she mused with Daniel looking up at her in puzzlement. The witch turned to see Eirene standing nearby while staring at her in question, then noticed Neru touching down on the ground while watching her curiously. Looking back down at Daniel, Moriko scratched her head before observing his sword that was lying on the ground and his shield which was on his arm.

“A human man? In Stonegate? Armed with a weapon? And rather handsome too? Oh… I see,” Moriko said, nodding slowly. “So you’re the cause of all the commotion. What the heck are you doing in a monster city, you stupid boy? Do you have any idea how screwed you are? Or will be very soon?”

Daniel remained silent while watching her in confusion before turning to Eirene. The copycat quickly looked behind them before running over and pushing Moriko off the man.

“Ah! Yes, thank you very much for helping us apprehend this foolish man,” she said, lifting Daniel to his feet and holding his arms behind him. The countess showed the witch a forced smile while Daniel glanced to her curiously. “Thank you for stopping him. He’s been a real troublesome pest slinking through our city tonight. We’ll take it from here. Thanks again.”

She started leading him away before suddenly stopping, her eyes taking notice of the witch’s rabbit ears and puffball tail. She looked over the little caster with a cautious eye before showing a look of wonder.

“A… bunny witch?” she softly said. “Could it be…”

“Excuse me?” Moriko asked.

“We should be going now,” Neru expectedly said, waving the countess on.

“This may sound strange to ask, but…” Eirene carefully said, raising a hand to the gargoyle. “Have you ever by chance visited the Venderchenza Wastes in Memgora?”

“I’ve been around those parts before, yes,” Moriko answered with a nod. “Why do you ask?”

“Are you the one?” Eirene asked, letting go of Daniel and turning to face the witch. “Are you the one that saved Diago’s life there?”

“Diago?” Moriko repeated. “Diago. Wait, that sounds familiar. Where have I heard that name before? Diago. Isn’t that an ant girl’s name? I think that was her name. Um, did you just let that man go?”

“It is you,” Eirene marveled. “You’re the one who cured her of that deadly poison. A witch dressed as a bunny, just like they said. What are you doing here?”

“A better question,” Neru spoke up, grabbing her shoulder. “Why are we stopping right now to talk about this when we need to be going someplace rather important at the moment? Remember that?”

“Please, you have to come with us,” Eirene said, taking hold of Moriko’s hand. “I’ll explain later but you need to come and see them. Diago and the boys would love to see you again after all you did to help them.”

“Wait, she’s here?” the witch replied, puzzled. “That ant girl named Diago? So she survived after all, did she? I guess the elixir really worked. Hold on, she brought those human kids with her? Here? To Stonegate? What the hell is wrong with her? Did she not see what you people have done to those children you have propped up in your stores like toys? Unless… oh crap, those boys are slaves here now too, aren’t they? That is just morbid and sad. Those boys really can’t catch a break, can they?”

“It’s not what you think,” Eirene said, shaking her head. “I can’t explain now but I promise you it’s okay.”

“What is going on here?” the witch demanded, yanking her hand free and stepping back. “What do you mean it’s okay, have you not seen how humans are treated in this city? And even children no less? Not to mention, why did you let that human man go just now? Weren’t you supposed to be apprehending him for being here? He… he’s not even running away, he’s just standing there staring at us. That’s not right. And what is he even doing here in the first place? Heck, why did Diago and those boys even come here?”

“We can explain later,” Daniel told her. “Look, if you’re a friend of Diago’s, then come with us. If not, Eirene, we need to get going and now. We don’t have time to waste here.”

“I know,” Eirene told him, then turned to the witch with a worried frown that the little caster slowly shook her head from seeing.

“What is this?” Moriko asked. “He knows you? And you know him? Are you friends with this human?”

“I think I heard them this way!” a woman’s voice echoed in the alley behind them. “Let’s go, catch them before they get away!”

Moriko looked back to where the sounds of women shouting were heard then to Eirene as the copycat gently took her hand again.

“You saved Diago’s life,” the copycat dearly said. “You saved the lives of those young boys by keeping their guardian alive. And they spoke of you in higher regard than most witches, saying you found the notion of harming little children to be a terrible act.”

“Again,” the witch said, pointing behind her. “There are shops setup all throughout the street back there with human men and children propped up like merchandise. I may find the idea of harming little humans beneath me, but you certainly don’t.”

“You have no idea how mistaken you are,” Daniel told her, much to her confusion. “It sounds like you’re not a bad witch. If you want to know the truth and see it with your own eyes, then come with us. Otherwise, this is where we have to part ways. Eirene? We have to go, now.”

“Please, you have to trust us,” Eirene insisted, pulling on the witch’s hand. “You really must come with me and see.”

“Why should I?” Moriko demanded.

Looking behind them, they saw more city guards and copycats running toward the group from the alleyway.

“There they are!” a troll shouted, pointing to them.

“Stop them, now!” a goblin yelled, waving her sword.

“Wait, who’s that?” a copycat asked, pointing to Moriko.

“She’s helping them escape! Stop her too!” a gremlin ordered.

“Oh goddammit,” Moriko muttered. “I’m involved in this now, aren’t I?”

“Looks that way,” Neru agreed with a shrug. “Sorry, girl, but that’s what happens when everyone inexplicably stops to have an extended conversation in the middle of the road while being chased by armed guards. Goddamn plot device.”

“Hey! I’m not with them! Really!” Moriko called out, holding her hands up and walking towards the approaching guards. “I was just looking to leave this city after I-”

“None of you are going anywhere!” a copycat shouted, firing her crossbow. The bolt struck into the ground before Moriko, the witch hopping back with a yelp.

“Oh come on!” Moriko complained. “Are you serious? I’m innocent here!”

“I don’t believe they care,” Eirene argued, taking her hand before she and her friends started running away in a hurry. “I’m sorry but it looks like you’re caught up in this too.”

“What in Eden did you people get me involved with anyway?” Moriko demanded as they raced through the alley and darted around a corner, with a few crossbow bolts whizzing by and striking into the walls behind them. “What are they chasing us for?”

“Allow me to introduce you to the countess of Stonegate, Eirene,” Daniel said, waving to the copycat.

“Countess? You’re the countess here? This is your city? Then why are those monsters trying to catch you?”

“Because those traitorous assholes are trying to throw me to The Sisterhood in fear of their own lives!” Eirene shouted in frustration.

“The Sisterhood? What’s The Sisterhood?” Moriko asked, shaking her head.

“I take it you’re not from this region, are you?” Daniel asked her.

“I haven’t been in Koskaysil for ages now,” the witch replied. “I travel where my work takes me.”

“They’re an entire horde of bloodthirsty monsters who have been raising hell in this region,” Eirene explained. “I refused them entry into my city, and now they want my head. And it looks like some of my people are keen on giving them what they want.”

“Okay, and what about him?” Moriko asked, pointing at Daniel. “Why is a human man aiding you like this?”

“It’s a long story,” Daniel replied. “We’ll fill you in on all the details after we get Eirene to safety.”

“And where is that? If this is her city and her own people are after her head, where are you planning on taking her?”

“That’s a secret,” Neru asserted. “We’ll explain when we get there.”

“None of you are making me feel better about this,” Moriko pointed out. “This is all just some sort of trick, isn’t it? You people killed Diago and enslaved those boys, and now you’re getting me entangled in some goddamn conflict that I certainly don’t want to be a part of. I never should have come to this stupid city.”

Daniel shook his head before slowing down enough to sweep the witch off her feet into his arms. The little monster yelped before watching in surprise as the man kept running along with Eirene while Neru flew low to the ground behind them.

“Listen to me, and listen closely,” he said, glancing to the witch for a moment. “I know this all sounds crazy, and maybe it is. There’s more here to explain than we have time for, and some things you’re not going to believe until you see them for yourself. Just know this. This place isn’t what it seems. There’s a secret here they want to keep hidden from the public eye. And know that my family, the people I love, are waiting for me ahead of us, and I have to make sure they’re okay. Not from what you think you saw in this city, but from what is chasing us.”

Moriko remained silent while observing him, the witch turning her head to see Eirene leading them down a different alley before looking back over his shoulder. She caught glimpses of shadows flickering against the walls as their pursuers were still after them while carrying weapons and torches.

“I don’t understand,” Moriko said, shaking her head.

“You spoke about what you saw in the streets of Stonegate with disdain,” Daniel recalled. “Seeing what you saw, you felt remorse for those in the store windows, didn’t you?”

“I don’t like seeing children of any race harmed or abused,” Moriko explained, crossing her arms. “And I don’t much care for the sadistic treatment of your kind here either. It’s one thing to need a man for their seed, it’s another to treat them like a nameless animal of Eden, or even dirt.”

“Isn’t that how most witches treat mankind in this world?” Daniel questioned her. “Many of them believe treating my race like that is the correct thing to do.”

“I’d rather show the world something different in my soul,” Moriko reasoned.

“Is that so? I’m sorry, but I don’t believe we caught your name yet. My name is Daniel Sorres. And yours?”

“Moriko,” the witch replied, keeping her unseen gaze locked on him. “My name is Moriko.”

“That’s a nice name. Well, Moriko, you seem like a sympathetic soul to me, and I’d rather not leave you to face the mob behind us since it wasn’t your fault you got caught up in this. So, we’ll take you with us and show you the big secret in Stonegate. It’s our hope we’ll be safe, or at least safer, there than we are out here. We’ll explain everything soon enough, and when we do, I think you’ll better understand why you’ve seen the things you’ve seen today.”

“Really now? And why are you helping a monster?” Moriko questioned. “Why are you doing any of this?”

“I’ll explain that as well,” Daniel smirked. “That is also a long story. Let’s just say that I too want to show the world something different in my soul.”

“Fine. I guess I have no choice now,” Moriko sighed. “But there had better be a good explanation for all this crap. I’ve got better things to be doing with my time other than getting caught up in someone else’s problems. I’m a busy lady, you know.”

Eirene led them along the alleys of Stonegate towards the mountain at the back of the city, with the sounds of guards yelling and chasing after them the entire way. Making their way through the small corridors between the towering buildings, they then turned and went through a narrow alleyway with the view of the mountain seen ahead of them behind a few tall buildings.

“We’re almost there,” Eirene called back. “Just a little further.”

She quickly came to halt with the others, watching in surprise as several trolls and gremlins rounded the corner ahead of them armed with axes and crossbows. Looking behind, Daniel and his companions noticed more of the guards gathering in the alley while brandishing their weapons. Neru turned to face the ones behind the group while Daniel set Moriko down and stepped ahead of the girls towards the monsters in front, all of them growing uneasy at being surrounded as a few of the guards started laughing now.

“End of the line,” a gremlin said, aiming her crossbow at them.

“This is your last chance,” a troll warned. “Put down your weapons and come with us peacefully, or else die here and have your corpses presented to The Sisterhood as a gift.”

“There’s nowhere to go,” a goblin laughed. “You trapped. You trapped now.”

“Lay down your arms, or else you’re all dead,” a troll ordered.

“So, um, Eirene?” Neru said, glancing back to the copycat. “I can’t exactly use my badass musical skills to fend them off in close quarters like this. The acoustics in this narrow lane would sound horrible, especially with the soundwaves bouncing off the immediate walls and pulverizing you three into pulp.”

“This is going to get rough,” Daniel warned, holding his shield up before him. “We might have to try our luck pushing through them. Stay close, Eirene.”

“This can’t be happening,” Eirene softly said, keeping near Daniel. “This can’t be happening. How could they all do this to me?”

“Fine, have it your way!” a troll shouted. “Archers, switch to boom bolts and take them all out! This ends now!”

“Eirene, I can’t block those,” Neru nervously warned as she saw the crossbows being armed with sizzling bolts now.

“We have to make a run for it,” Daniel grunted, tensing up as he saw the same on his end.

“We’re not going to make it,” Eirene feared.

“Alright, wait just one moment here!” Moriko shouted out, her voice echoing throughout the alley as everyone gave pause. The little witch quickly hopped up along Neru’s back and stood atop her shoulders, her unseen gaze behind her mask going from one end of the corridor that was filled with hostile guards to the other.

“Before we go any further, I have just one question to ask!”

Everyone remained silent while watching the little caster, her head slowly turning to examine the harsh looks and volatile weapons being aimed at her.

“Countess?” she asked. “Since this is your city, I ask this of you. If I act like a naughty witch right now in your defense, can you please promise me that said actions will not be held against me in the future so that I may continue to find work?”

“What exactly do you do for a living?” Eirene questioned.

“I’m a treasure hunter, and I have a reputation to uphold that I’m one of the more reliable and trustworthy ones to work with. That said, since I just completed a job for your city and your people, I don’t want word to get out that I’m dangerous to work with should I act rather violent right now. That’s the only reason I’ve been keeping my magic to myself this whole time. So, if I act rather… bad with these monsters, can you please promise me it won’t hinder my work in the future?”

“Help me get home to see my daughter in one piece, and I’ll see to it that you’re only spoken of in a virtuous light after this,” Eirene promised.

“Deal,” Moriko said, then quickly held out a hand and snapped her fingers towards the monsters behind them. A flare erupted briefly against them before a loud explosion and bright flash struck through the corridor. The buildings hit in the blast rumbled and shook while debris collapsed into a tall pile atop the screaming guards.

“What the hell was that?” a gremlin up front shouted.

“Damn that witch! Kill her too!” a troll shouted, with archers near her firing their explosive-tipped bolts at the group. Daniel braced himself while Eirene clung to his back tightly before Moriko snapped her fingers at her side, causing the bolts to explode in midair before reaching the group. The alleyway trembled while dust flew through the corridor, everyone bracing themselves from the concussive waves before turning to Moriko in question.

“How are you doing that?” Neru asked, glancing up at her. She blinked then tilted her head slightly as she watched the witch who was standing atop her. “Aw, your panties even have little bunnies on them. That’s so cute.”

“What? Stop looking up my skirt!” Moriko shouted down at her while pressing her thighs together.

“No,” Neru plainly replied. “You decided to stand on my shoulders, this is the outcome. Deal with it. Aw, they even look like they’re hopping towards your butthole. Or should I say bunnyhole, hee hee.”

“Knock it off or so help me I’ll-”

“Stop them at once!” a troll shouted, running forward along with more of the guards. With a snap of Moriko’s fingers, another powerful bang erupted in front of them, knocking the monsters back while the troll at the front collapsed with burns all over her body.

“AHH! What the hell keeps happening?” the troll screamed, writhing in pain.

“This,” Moriko replied, snapping her fingers again and causing a large explosion of fire and light to flare wildly in front of the monsters. All of them were thrown back with screams while trailing smoke, with the walls of the alley cracking and starting to fall apart while loose shingles from the rooftops dropped around them. The witch looked around at area for a moment before grabbing her stuffed rabbit on her back.

“We should be on our way now,” she said, pulling the bunny off her and petting it. “Mr. Fluffyton? Please clear the path for us, okay?”

“Mister… Fluffyton?” Eirene slowly repeated, with the group watching as Moriko wound back and then threw the bunny ahead of them. The stuffed animal bounced a few times before coming to a stop amidst the dust and haze, something Daniel and the girls stared at in question while the monsters ahead of them were slowly getting back onto their feet.

“What the hell kind of magic is she using?” a gremlin cursed, wiping black blood off her forehead.

“Ah! That stings!” a goblin whined, the monster slowly shifting back to her copycat appearance while having burns all over her body.

The monsters got back up and struggled with their injuries, with the troll at their feet remaining down as she was scorched completely while missing her arm. They then noticed the stuffed rabbit lying in the alley ahead of them before turning to the witch in puzzlement.

“Time to wake up, Mr. Fluffyton,” Moriko said, clapping her hands. As she did, a few small flashes of light were seen, before she then pointed to the toy rabbit. “Now get up and make these stupid bitches leave us alone!”

A bright red light flashed from the toy’s eyes before it started stumbling onto its feet, all eyes watching as the stuffed animal began growing in size while shifting into the appearance of a giant rabbit abomination. It let loose a ferocious roar while sharp claws grew from its hands, its jagged teeth becoming enlarged while its ears extended out and its vest stretched to match its bulky figure.

“What the fuck?” a gremlin breathed out with wide eyes.

“What is that?” Daniel carefully asked.

“That’s Mr. Fluffyton of course,” Moriko giggled. “He’s the best bunny in the whole wide world. Yes he is, hee hee!”

Mr. Fluffyton roared while slamming its hands on the ground with a powerful impact, the giant familiar then charging recklessly towards the guards who all screamed and scrambled to back up.

“Kill it! Kill it!” a goblin ordered, pointing her sword at the monstrous bunny. Archers fired their explosive bolts at the creature, striking it with powerful bangs that only managed to make it stumble aside into the wall before it continued forward still. The normal bolts fired from some of the archers struck the monster and got stuck in its skin, being ignored entirely as Mr. Fluffyton wound back and slammed a hand down atop a gremlin that was crushed into the stone floor with a splatter of black blood. A goblin was smashed into the wall with similar effect, while the others were swiftly knocked further away by a wild swing from the rampaging rabbit.

“Run! Run for it!” a guard cried out as they scrambled away around a corner, with the giant bunny chasing them into the side street before more screams of terror were heard. Loud crashes and animalistic roars echoed through the corridors as the guards struggled against their berserking foe, leaving Daniel and the girls to stand there in silence for a moment before turning to Moriko who hopped off Neru’s shoulders with a graceful leap.

“Okay, we can go now,” the witch calmly said, skipping ahead of them. She made her way down the alley and peeked around the corner while gently waving her rear, making her puffball tail sway above her skirt as she observed something with playful giggling.

“That’s what you get for shooting at me! Mr. Fluffyton is going to teach you some manners, hee hee!”

“That’s the witch who saved Diago’s life?” Daniel questioned.

“The boys never mentioned her being like… this,” Eirene admitted with a shrug.

“Well, the path should be clear in just a minute,” Neru reasoned, listening to the screams of the hostile guards slowly dwindling. “Probably a little messy, but safe for us to cross through at least.”

Daniel led the girls up towards the witch before a copycat dropped onto the ground in front of the corner. The woman had gashes cut across her body and back, black blood running out of her wounds as the monster feebly tried crawling away. She was then grabbed by the feet and yanked back with a frightful shriek, with Daniel and the others exchanging curious looks while Moriko continued observing the event from beside the corner.

“Wait!” the copycat cried out. “Wait! Don’t eat me! Please, I’m sorry, I’m sor- AHHHHHH!”

The sounds of flesh tearing and bones snapping could be heard along with a splatter of gore, something Daniel and his companions remained silent from with blank expressions before they turned to Moriko.

“Huh,” the witch mused, stepping out from the corner and looking at something curiously. “Those weren’t normal monsters. They were… copycats? Wait, what’s going on here? Those were all copycats Mr. Fluffyton killed?”

Looking back to the others, the witch stared at them with her unseen gaze before Daniel walked over beside her. He observed the aftermath of the battle in the adjacent alley, seeing the battered remains of their attackers plastered across the damaged ground and walls of the buildings while black blood was everywhere. In the middle of it was Mr. Fluffyton, the giant rabbit letting loose a haunting howl before it began shambling towards the group. As it did, it started rapidly shrinking and returning to its normal form, with the familiar making one last hop into the air before being caught by Moriko. The witch hugged the bunny while swaying side to side, taking a moment to cherish her companion, and then wiped away a few drops of black blood that were still on its mouth before strapping the toy onto her back again.

“So, is this part of that big secret you were talking about?” Moriko asked Daniel.

“Yeah, you could say that,” he admitted, nodding and averting his gaze from the gruesome sight. “We should go, more are certainly going to be coming after us soon.”

“This way, quickly,” Eirene said, leading them down the other alleyway that wasn’t damaged and painted with blood.

“What kind of toy rabbit is that anyway?” Neru asked, pointing at the bunny on Moriko’s back.

“I told you,” Moriko giggled while hopping every now and then in their run. “He’s the best bunny in the whole wide world.”

“He’s the most vicious bunny I’ve ever seen, that’s for sure,” Neru reasoned with a shrug.

“So you’re a copycat too, I assume,” Moriko said to Eirene.

“Yes, I am,” she replied with a quick glance to her.

“If that’s true, why don’t you just change your appearance to hide yourself?”

“I may be able to hide, but he can’t,” Eirene said, looking to Daniel. “I’m not leaving him to face those monsters alone. Besides, my disguises might be recognized among my own people. I’m safer just staying close to him for the time being.”

“I see,” the witch mused with a quick hop. She looked towards Daniel for a moment then tilted her head curiously. “I still don’t understand what makes this guy so special. Why do you trust him with your life like this? He doesn’t seem that strong to me.”

“Is that so?” Neru laughed. “If you had read the last book, you would eat those words.”

“You talk funny,” Moriko commented, shaking her head.

“He’s earned my trust,” Eirene said, catching Daniel’s eye. “I know he’ll keep me safe. He promised me after all.”

Daniel smirked as the copycat watched him with a gentle gaze for a moment. Snapping back to attention, Eirene ran down the alley with the others sticking close, weaving through the darkened corridors before finally coming out into a street near the back of Stonegate. Leading the group into a nearby empty courtyard, she quickly ran up to where a large stone doorway was built into the side of the mountain with two gargoyles perched on pedestals on either side.

“Hey, wake up, we’ve got a problem here!” Neru yelled out at them. The two gargoyles opened their eyes to reveal their radiant green color before their bodies moved with low grinding noises.

“What is this?” one of them asked. “Was it you who has been making all that noise in Stonegate?”

“Countess? Is that you?” the other questioned as the gargoyles hopped off their perches and landed down before the group.

“Ladies,” Eirene spoke with relief. “I’m so glad to see you. Please, we need your help.”

“What was all that commotion we heard?” one of the guards asked. “Neru, I thought I heard your music echoing through the night sky. Explain yourself.”

“I had to put on a special recital tonight for the countess,” Neru said, waving to the copycat. “You see, all of Stonegate seems to have lost their mind and have been trying to kill her!”

“What?” a guard asked, puzzled. “Kill her? We don’t understand.”

“And who is this?” the other demanded, noticing Daniel. “Is that a man standing with you? In the depths of Stonegate city? Dressed like that? Countess, what is the meaning of this?”

“Forget about that, we have a bigger problem to worry about!” Eirene shouted at them, startling the women. “Listen to me. I was nearly kidnapped tonight by bounty hunters until Daniel here saved me. He brought me back to Stonegate, and the moment we set foot into the city everyone has been trying to take me prisoner themselves! They want to throw me to The Sisterhood to avoid any conflicts with them, they’re even planning on killing my daughter Lucy after they get rid of me!”

“The lamias outside the city seemed loyal to her still,” Daniel chimed in. “Neru here stepped in when we were in a difficult position and helped keep the countess safe. Even this witch has helped us get this far after the guards in the city tried to kill her too, thinking she was aiding the countess when she was just an innocent bystander to begin with.”

“Countess? Is this true?” a guard asked.

“Yes, it is,” Eirene agreed, nodding quickly. “Please, I have to get inside and make sure Lucy is still okay. After that, I’m not sure where to start with cleaning up this mess. I don’t know who I can trust anymore.”

“Open the gate,” Neru ordered. “We need to get inside before more of those traitorous bitches show up.”

“Under these circumstances,” a gargoyle cautioned. “We need to be absolutely certain we know who it is we’re dealing with. What is the password, countess?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Eirene said, shaking her head. “Tonight’s password has been compromised. The night watchwomen who tried to betray me would have that information, the same for the gatekeepers who allowed those bounty hunters to take me out of the city in the first place. And there’s no telling how many others they gave it too either. You can’t trust anyone just because they know that password tonight.”

“Then how do we know it’s really you?” a gargoyle questioned.

“When I came out through here earlier tonight after I first heard of Daniel’s arrival in Stonegate, one of you wasn’t at your post next to the gate. That certain someone was grabbing a bite to eat at the nearby saloon. Isn’t that right, Elseryn?”

One of the gargoyles hopped with a squeak before smiling weakly at the copycat while the other guard smirked at her friend.

“Y-Yes,” Elseryn sheepishly replied. “That is correct.”

“And you promised that incident would never happen again, correct?” Eirene asked with a raised eyebrow. “After I spoke with you in private after catching you on your way back here, you did make that promise to me. Remember?”

“Yes. Of course, countess,” the gargoyle insisted with a few quick nods.

“As for you, Deyla,” Eirene said, turning to the other guard. “You were chosen to watch over this gate after you proved your worth as a protector of the people. It was you who helped a few of the watchwomen in Stonegate after a group of troll marauders stopped by for an unruly visit. You kept them from drawing any blood by using your own body as a shield, and you threw them out of the city yourself. I promoted you to guard over this gate afterwards.”

“Countess, it is you,” Deyla said with a small smile. “Very well, that’s evidence enough of who you are. We’ll let you in. After we close the gate behind you, we’ll send word to the mountaintop and inform our queen about this betrayal. We cannot allow these snakes to threaten everything we’ve worked so hard to keep standing for all these years.”

“Thank you, both of you,” Eirene said with a bow. The guards nodded before flying back up to their pedestals, the two then reaching into holes in the walls behind their resting spots. They both pulled on something with a loud thump, causing the massive stone gate to slowly slide up with heavy grinding.

“Where exactly are we going?” Moriko asked, watching the large gate opening to reveal a deep tunnel inside. Suspended basins with burning fires illuminated the passageway that had gargoyles perched on platforms along the walls all the way through the corridor.

“Towards Stonegate’s big secret,” Eirene told her. “This isn’t something we show to just anyone. But based on your noble actions in the past, and after helping me get here tonight, I feel like you can be trusted with it.”

“It sounds like you’ve been dealing with a lot of betrayal all in one night,” the witch mentioned. “Why do you think you can trust me after nearly getting stabbed in the back so many times recently?”

“Because there’s an ant girl and six little boys who I know will speak on your behalf,” Eirene kindly said. “Who honestly believe you’re not the devil like so many others are out there.”

“Well I do pride myself on not being recognized as ‘a devil’,” Moriko reasoned. She looked around at the mountain before shrugging. “Eh, what the hell. I’ve come this far, might as well see what all the fuss is about.”

She took a few steps towards the gate before stopping and looking back towards Eirene.

“Wait a moment, did you say bounty hunters came after you earlier tonight?”

“Yes, they did. If it wasn’t for Daniel helping me escape them, I would never have made it back here,” Eirene said with a warm smile at the man.

“Did they by chance carry you out of this city in a coffin?” Moriko questioned. Everyone looked to her cautiously as the witch tilted her head slightly.

“Wha… yes. That’s right. How did you know that?” Eirene slowly asked.

“Huh. So that was you in them,” Moriko said, nodding a bit. “I was curious who they had in those things. Didn’t know it was you.”

“You saw us being taken away?” Daniel carefully asked.

“Well, I didn’t see you, but I saw the coffins in the wagon. It was Jericho that caught you, wasn’t it? You two are the ones she was after.”

“You know Jericho?” Eirene exclaimed.

“Yep yep. She’s a friend of mine,” Moriko answered with a hop.

“She’s your friend?” Daniel repeated in surprise.

“Yes she is. She’s my best friend, actually. Don’t worry, I’m not going to throw you back into her arms. She and I may be close, but we don’t exactly see eye to eye on our professions. She likes to hunt people for the thrill, I prefer to hunt treasure and other valuables that don’t have families or feelings. Aside from that, we get along pretty well. Still, it’s surprising to think you managed to get away from her. How did you do it?”

“Daniel saved me,” Eirene said, watching the witch carefully. “He has a few tricks up his sleeve that really came in handy.”

“Interesting. Well, congratulations on escaping her. I don’t think I know anyone else that’s ever done that. Very impressive. Um, you didn’t kill her, did you? She may have tried kidnapping you, but I promise it wasn’t anything personal on her part. She was just doing her job. She’s not an evil person, she really isn’t. She’s just… dangerous.”

“I didn’t kill her,” Daniel answered. “Her two companions tried to, they were going to murder her and take us to The Sisterhood so they could have all the reward money. They left us no choice, we had to put them down to make our escape. But I let Jericho leave in one piece, after warning her not to come after Eirene or her family ever again.”

“Her two friends?” Moriko questioned. “Oh, right. Those cat girls. Don’t tell me, let me guess. They were copycats too.”

“Yes, they were,” Eirene sighed.

“Are you the only well-behaved copycat in this whole region?” Moriko dryly asked her.

“I’m afraid to know the answer to that,” the woman sullenly replied, holding a hand over her face.

“You know,” Neru spoke up, watching something behind them. “Again, this really isn’t the time for this. We really should have had this very long conversation inside rather than standing around out here in the open like we are.”

“Why do you say that?” Eirene asked.

“Because once again, doing so makes it ridiculously easy for the enemy to catch up with us. See?” Neru said, pointing to where a large group of trolls, orcs, goblins, gremlins, and a few copycats were seen gathered near the courtyard. Daniel quickly turned around while holding Eirene behind him, with Moriko slowly raising her hand to snap her fingers towards the monsters at his side. Neru got ready to play her citole with a sharp smile on her face while the gargoyles next to the gate showed tense looks as they kept their arms inside the walls. More archers were seen on the neighboring rooftops, all of them aiming at the group with a few sizzling bolts set among them.

“Stay behind me, Eirene,” Daniel ordered, keeping his shield up before him.

“Get inside, hurry!” a gargoyle shouted at them.

“We can’t help you fight them, we’re holding the gate open,” the other warned. “Get inside so we can close it already.”

“Eirene, run,” Neru insisted, raising a hand to play her music.

“I don’t think I can blow them all up this time,” Moriko mentioned.

“Stop them!” a hostile guard ordered.

“Don’t let her get away!” a gremlin shouted, brandishing her sword.

“No witnesses,” a copycat on the roof scorned, with some of the archers taking aim at the gargoyles by the gate.

Eirene slowly shook her head as she observed so many of the city guards having turned their weapons towards her and her friends. Before an all-out brawl could begin, loud screams of agony were suddenly heard above. Everyone turned to see a group of archers on a rooftop shrieking in pain while a green mist was billowing around them, the monsters melting away from the corrosive vapors while the roof they stood atop fell apart into the building with a crash. A loud snap was heard before a toxin-tipped bolt flew through the air high above the courtyard, striking a copycat atop another building and exploding into another acidic cloud that took out the archers around her with similar horrific effect.

“What’s going on?” a gremlin on the ground asked, watching as another bolt shot overhead and took out a group of archers before being followed by another. All eyes then took notice of a figure hopping up onto a towering chimney near the court, an ant girl dressed in green with a plague mask over her face and a large crossbow held in hand.

“Is that Jericho?” Eirene exclaimed.

“Yep yep,” Moriko giggled, watching as the ant girl threw out a flurry of sparkling objects from behind her tunic, all of which rained down atop the gathering of hostile monsters near the courtyard. Tiny green glass vials fell onto the horde and broke apart, releasing clouds of toxic vapors that swiftly began eating away at everyone within. Their howls of agony and gurgled screams of fright only had a short time to ring out before being silenced, with Daniel and his group witnessing all the monsters melting into puddles of vicious sludge before their eyes.

“Damn,” Neru said with a raised eyebrow. “Girl knows how to make an entrance. I can respect that.”

“What is she doing here?” Eirene questioned. “And how did she get past the guards at the gate? Is nobody doing their job around here anymore?”

“If she snuck into the city before, I would think she could do it again,” Daniel reasoned, watching the ant girl carefully.

Jericho observed all the hostile monsters being wiped out by her corrosive clouds, the ant girl then leaping down and using one hand to grab the building beside her, dropping along the wall while tearing apart the bricks with her fingers to slow her descent before she landed on the ground. Turning her unseen gaze around to make sure nobody had survived her attacks, the girl then walked towards Daniel’s group while keeping her armed weapon held before her.

“Jericho!” Moriko cheered with a wave. “Nice to see you again. I heard you had some trouble with those two cats you were with. I’m glad to see you’re still okay after that. I was worried about you, you know.”

Jericho turned to her then stopped, shaking her head with a few squeaks as she lowered her weapon. Moriko giggled at her before noticing Daniel and his friends remaining tense at her side from the ant girl’s appearance.

“Um, well… this is awkward,” Moriko said, rubbing the back of her neck. “So… I guess you all know each other already, don’t you?”

“What are you doing here, Jericho?” Daniel called out. “I thought I made myself clear before. You are not to touch a hair on Eirene’s head. You remember our deal, don’t you?”

Jericho nodded at him, then held out a hand and pointed to the man while squeaking something behind her mask.

“I see,” he realized. “You’re only after me. I suppose I didn’t say anything about not coming after me again, did I? Fair enough. Even so, now is not the time for this, Jericho. We’re a little busy dealing with a bigger problem than a persistent bounty hunter I know. I don’t have time to deal with you right now.”

The ant girl took aim at him with her crossbow, with the man raising his shield while pushing Eirene away from him. Neru prepared to strike her citole towards Jericho before Moriko quickly hopped over between the two parties and held her hands out.

“Wait a minute!” she called out, electing a pause between them. “Now look, I know things are little rocky between you, but this isn’t the time or place to do this. More of those monsters are going to show up soon. Can this wait until after I see what the big secret in the mountain is? After coming this far, I’m really curious as to what it is.”

“If the countess says you can come in, then you can,” Neru cautioned. “But that bounty hunter is not coming with us. In fact, she shouldn’t even be here after what she tried to do to the countess. Either she leaves peacefully right now, or I’m throwing her naked ass over the city walls myself.”

“Please let her come too, please? She’s my best friend,” Moriko sweetly said, holding her hands together. “I want her to see it too. Please? I promise she’ll be on her best behavior. She won’t hunt anyone while we’re inside, I swear.”

Jericho looked at her and shook her head while squeaking something in response, with Moriko turning to her and hopping a little closer to the ant girl.

“Just hold off on hunting anyone for a little while, okay? There’s a big secret here and I want to know what it is. You know I love discovering hidden things in the world. I can’t pass this up, especially not after running for my life to get here.”

Jericho shook her head and pointed to Daniel before the witch hopped closer and held her hands together near her chin.

“Please, Jericho? For me? Do it for me? You and that man can settle your differences later, for now can’t you just go on this little adventure with me? We haven’t done anything together for so long now, this is perfect since we’re both here like this. Come with me and let’s discover this secret together, please?”

Jericho tried squeaking something back but appeared to struggle with it, the ant girl looking from the witch to Daniel and then back to Moriko while stuttering her squeaks. After a moment, she sighed heavily before looking down and away, mumbling something to herself while she clenched her hand into a shaky fist at her side.

“Please, Jericho?” Moriko asked softly.

The ant girl remained silent as she pulled off her facemask and gave the witch a dull stare. Glancing to Daniel then around at his companions, Jericho took a slow breath before reluctantly firing her weapon off to the side. As the bolt struck a wall and burst into noxious clouds that ate away at the stone and trash littering the ground below it, Jericho holstered her crossbow with a strap over her shoulder, fastened her plague mask to her quiver, and then crossed her arms with a sharp look at the witch.

“Thank you, Jericho,” Moriko said in an adorable voice. “You’re so sweet. You really are my best friend in the whole world, aside from Mr. Fluffyton of course.”

Jericho rolled her eyes before looking at Daniel with a dull glare, the man and his companions remaining on guard still as they exchanged quick glances with each other.

“She’ll behave, really she will,” Moriko promised them. “So can she come too? I don’t want to leave her all alone out here with those bad monsters running around. Please?”

“You can’t be serious,” Eirene scowled. “You want me to allow the goddamned bounty hunter that tried kidnapping me to come with us? I might as well allow The Sisterhood to march on inside. Absolutely not!”

“But she’s my friend,” Moriko pouted, looking down and lightly kicking her foot. “She’ll be good, I promise.”

“Hey!” a gargoyle at the gate shouted. “Are you going inside or not? Come on, we can’t keep the door open like this all night!”

“In or out, which is it going to be?” the other snapped.

Daniel and his group looked to each other for a moment then to Moriko and Jericho while an uncomfortable silence filled the air.

“Let her come with,” Daniel finally said, earning puzzled looks from Eirene and Neru as he sheathed his sword. “Let her see for herself what she nearly took you away from, Eirene. What she nearly took away from you as well. Maybe seeing the truth will help her realize The Sisterhood isn’t worth dealing with for any amount of gold. Not for all the lives they aim to destroy.”

“Countess? Your call,” Neru said, glancing to the copycat.

“Fine, let her come with,” Eirene said, glaring at the ant girl. “I do want Moriko to see what lies ahead, and maybe showing Jericho what she almost took away from me will make her feel like the asshole she really is.”

To that, Jericho merely smirked at the woman with a small chuckle. Eirene shook her head at the ant girl before Daniel took her hand and quickly led her into the mountain entrance.

“I’ll be watching you, girl,” Neru warned, pointing to Jericho. “Don’t try anything stupid while we’re inside, or else my kickass music will be the last thing you ever hear as it kicks your ass.”

The gargoyle scoffed at the ant girl before flying off after the others. Jericho slowly shook her head before glancing to Moriko with a raised eyebrow.

“Come on, let’s go, Jericho,” the witch giggled, taking her hand and leading the unenthusiastic ant girl with her. They headed inside with the others before the gargoyles at the gate worked the switches inside the walls to begin closing it.

“I hope the countess knows what she’s doing letting them in with her,” one of the guards worried.

“They’ll be under watch by our sisters in the mountain,” the other reasoned. “Hopefully those that conspired against her do not run deeper in our home. All we can do is hope she’ll be alright. For now, head back to inform our queen about this transgression. She needs to know what is happening down here right away.”

“At once,” her friend agreed before taking off into the air. The remaining gargoyle watched her soar up into the night sky before carefully observing her surroundings. As the massive stone gate slammed back into place, the gargoyle remained on alert atop her perch while scowling at the remains of those that raised their weapons towards their own countess.

“Even if they never set foot here themselves, it seems The Sisterhood has done well to spread anarchy among us.”




Chapter 9

The Velgrant and the Viper

It was known far and wide across Eden that monsters were the enemies of mankind. These lustful creatures preyed upon humans, men specifically, in order to breed and continue their races which were all female. Very few were said to be merciful with their mission of copulation, as monsters had a dark reputation of raping the men of humanity without remorse and sometimes with brutal intent. However, this wasn’t to say all monsters were like that. There were some that understood how horrible rape truly was.

And there were even those that felt the agony of such an act firsthand.

*****

The crackling of the fires on the overhead basins could be heard amidst the uneasy silence that filled the mountain passageway. Keeping Eirene close behind him, Daniel matched the harsh look Jericho was shooting him. At the ant girl’s side, Moriko’s unseen gaze behind her mask was going around at the many gargoyles that were perched along the sides of the tunnel, with Neru noticing a few of her kin peeking at the group from the corners of her eyes while standing close to Daniel.

“That’s a lot of gargoyles,” Moriko mentioned. “Or are they just statues? Or both?”

“They’re real,” Neru warned. “Keep that in mind if you try anything stupid while in here. My sisters are not going to betray Eirene, we’re loyal to her and her cause here in Stonegate. Some of her people may have been corrupted by greed and fear, but we will always keep the peace here.”

“Yeah, you’ve been doing a great job with keeping the peace so far,” Moriko replied, giving her a thumbs up while looking around at the gargoyles. “Really great work with that all things considered.”

Jericho chuckled with a smirk from that, with Neru growling in frustration at them before Daniel cleared his throat to gain their attention.

“We need to keep moving, we’re not safe just yet. Follow us,” he said before leading the copycat away. Neru quickly kept pace with them while Moriko merrily skipped along behind the group next to Jericho, the ant girl merely glancing around at the gargoyles with a dull expression as everyone made their way deeper into the tunnel.

“So I get why Jericho came here after Eirene,” Moriko spoke up. “She pissed off some gang of monsters and they want her head. I can see why she has a price on it. But what about you, the man who helps monsters in a monster city? Daniel Sorres, that’s what they call you, right? Why are you a wanted man?”

“The Sisterhood and I have had our own disagreements in the past,” Daniel explained. “I’ve always been an advocate of peace between humans and those called monsters. The Sisterhood, however, only wanted war between us.”

“Peace between humans and monsters?” Moriko repeated. “You really think that’s possible?”

“I know it is. And it’s something I aim to show the whole world one day. But The Sisterhood, they don’t want such a world to exist. They planned to gather as many horrible monsters as they could in order to lay siege to the human kingdom in this region. Not only that, but they destroyed many other settlements and ruined so many lives with their army along the way, both human and monster alike.”

“So you’re wanted just because you dreamed of forging peace between humans and monsters?” Moriko wondered.

“No, I think The Sisterhood is rather angry at me for dealing them a critical blow recently,” Daniel smirked. “They invaded the elven forest of Green Haven in order to enslave the elves for their army. I along with some of my family ventured into the forest to help them escape. During the conflict, I crossed blades with their leaders, two real harbingers of death that I had come to know personally. I struck them down, and my family helped the elves escape The Sisterhood to safety. I had hoped in doing so it would throw The Sisterhood into disarray or even disbandment, but it seems they’re still lurking in the shadows out there, looking to cause trouble and also seeking revenge.”

“Why would you risk your life for the elves of this land?” Moriko questioned.

“Because the newly appointed elven high priestess is my mate,” Daniel replied, glancing back to her. “And I just couldn’t sit around and let her people suffer like that.”

“What?” Moriko asked in surprise. “Your mate? You have an elf for a mate? You… you actually chose to take an elf as your mate?”

“I did,” Daniel agreed. “Whether you believe me or not, it’s true. Although, Jericho was spying on me recently. I’m sure she could validate my claim for you.”

Moriko turned to Jericho who rolled her eyes before she nodded with a quick glance at the witch.

“You’re serious?” she asked Daniel. “You actually have an elf as your mate? Does that mean you feel strongly for her even though she’s a monster?”

“I love her,” Daniel admitted. “She’s not a monster in my eyes, she’s a beautiful woman. I love everything about her, inside and out. Just as I do with all my family.”

“All your family? What do you mean by that?”

“Daniel is a very unique man,” Eirene commented, glancing to him with a small smile. “He wasn’t content with just taking one mate in this world. He has an entire harem of women who love him. All monsters, in fact.”

“He… what?” Moriko asked, shaking her head. “A harem? Of monsters? That can’t be true. Jericho, is that right? This man has more than one monster as a mate?”

Jericho nodded while watching Daniel carefully, with Moriko looking back and forth between them before she quickly skipped ahead of the group and turned to face Daniel.

“Hold on a minute here, are you saying you… you love more than one monster? You have a harem of them that you love? Like a family?”

“We’re on our way to meet a few of them who were visiting Stonegate with me,” Daniel told her with a smirk. “If you don’t believe me or Jericho, feel free to ask them yourselves.”

“I just may do that,” Moriko said, walking backwards while looking him over. “So The Sisterhood wants your head because you helped keep the elves in this land free from their oppression, and because you cut down their leaders yourself? Interesting. Forgive me for being so rude, but I’m having trouble picturing this. You seem strong enough to wield a sword, sure, but not enough to rend a noticeable wound in the likes of a wandering monster army. That, and I’m not sure how you could handle having so many monsters as mates without being reduced to a dried-up husk.”

“If you doubt I have the strength and power to fight off the likes of Darker Ones or even worse,” Daniel said before waving to Jericho. “Go ahead and ask your friend what she saw when spying on me recently. She admitted to having seen myself and my family proving we have more fight in us than most are willing to give credit for.”

“If it wasn’t for Daniel being as capable as he is,” Eirene commented with a sharp glance at Jericho. “Neither Jericho nor I would have made it out alive tonight. He not only freed me from their capture, but he also fought back with more strength than even I believed he was capable of showing. Isn’t that right, Jericho? If it wasn’t for Daniel here, you would be a corpse on the side of the road by now. I’m not the only one who owes this man her life.”

Jericho looked away with a scoff while crossing her arms, remaining silent from that while Moriko watched her curiously.

“He really saved you, Jericho? Is that true?”

The ant girl sighed heavily before nodding as she kept avoiding eye contact with them. Moriko slowed down to a stop before turning to Daniel.

“If that’s true, then you have my thanks, Daniel Sorres,” she softly spoke. “I do question much about what you’ve told me so far, but I do trust Jericho. She’s earned that from me. If she says you saved her, then I believe you did, and I thank you for that. That was very big of you to spare her life after she captured you.”

“I never sought to kill anyone on this night,” Daniel explained, shaking his head. “I only did so when my hand was forced. Jericho came close to that line, but she didn’t cross it.”

“You really do care about monsters, don’t you?” Moriko asked.

“I don’t see my family as monsters,” Daniel reasoned. “I only see them as women of Eden. A monster isn’t something you’re born as, it’s something you become by walking a dark path in life. I know the many races of this world feel compelled to breed, and most have resigned to using force and deceit in order to do so. But that doesn’t make them evil. That doesn’t make them monsters. They just need to see there’s another way, a way we can all coexist peacefully together, as allies against the real monsters of this world.”

“And you think you can get the world to see such a way?” the witch questioned.

“There are some who are harder to convince than others that such a change could be possible,” Daniel conceded, glancing to Eirene who looked away with a troubled frown. “But there are those who I feel can still be reached. I have a wonderful family of mates who are not human but are proof of my beliefs, and I’ve made many allies during my travels that I hope will help demonstrate my point to my own race. It may be difficult, and it may take time, but I know such a world can exist if we all try.”

“Is that so?” Moriko softly said. She slowly nodded while her hand gently reached back and held that of her stuffed bunny. “I have to say, Daniel Sorres, I certainly didn’t expect to find someone like you in a place like this. A man who is capable of having feelings for someone not of his race, there aren’t many like that in this world. No, there are not…”

“Hold that thought,” Daniel said with a shrewd smile. “There’s much about this place you wouldn’t have expected to find.”

Moriko tilted her head curiously as the man walked by while patting her shoulder, with Daniel leading Eirene and Neru ahead while the witch and ant girl followed behind.

Traveling deeper into the mountain tunnel with gargoyles perched on the walls alongside them, they came upon a larger corridor that held a giant stone effigy to their right. The stone statue of the gargoyle queen caught the attention of Moriko and Jericho while Neru smiled proudly at the likeness of her revered leader. Daniel looked over the statue with a curious eye before noticing Eirene appearing to be struggling with keeping her composure. The copycat continued walking a few more steps past the statue before slowly making her way over to the side of the tunnel, a hand held to her head as she nervously meowed to herself.

“Eirene?” Daniel asked.

“Alright, everybody,” Neru announced, standing proudly while gesturing to the giant stone figure. “Before we go any further, you need to know who this amazing woman is and the importance of everything she’s helped build down here. This is my beautiful and glorious leader, Queen Mahovahn.”

“That one is a gargoyle too?” Moriko asked, pointing to the large effigy. “Wow, that’s a big one.”

“No, this is just a statue of her,” Neru argued, waving at the monument.

“Oh, okay. Are those statues too?” the witch said, pointing around at the gargoyles on nearby perches and pedestals.

“What? No, those are other gargoyles like me! Can’t you tell the difference?” Neru shouted at them. Moriko and Jericho looked to each other in silence then back to the flustered gargoyle who shook her head at the girls.

“Anyway,” Neru huffed. “Everything beyond this point is strictly confidential and something we take the secrecy of very seriously. So, before we go any further, you all need to- hey, hey! Wait! Daniel, where are you going? I’m talking to you too! Get back here!”

The girls watched Daniel walking past them towards Eirene, the man merely giving them a small wave as he watched the copycat with a worried eye.

“I already know what’s beyond this point, as well as all my mates and newfound allies. We swear to keep it a secret from those outside these walls, okay?”

“Huh? What do you mean all of your mates and newfound allies already know?” Neru cried out. “How many people have you been telling about this? Don’t you understand what the word ‘secret’ means?”

“Neru!” Daniel shouted at her, startling the woman. “I understand what it is you wish to keep hidden and protected down here. I assure you, among all my friends and family who know this secret, we will not betray you or your trust with this information. We will not disrespect Queen Mahovahn’s wishes. Now, go ahead and swear those two in while I check on the countess. She’s going through a lot right now and I want to make sure she’s going to be okay. Alright?”

“Uh… um, okay,” Neru slowly said. She observed Eirene holding both hands over her face as she whimpered before slowly sighing. Turning back to Jericho and Moriko, she started to speak to them again while Daniel stepped closer beside the copycat and rested a hand on her shoulder.

“Eirene? Are you going to be alright?” he gently asked.

“I will be once I see that Lucy is safe and sound,” Eirene answered, turning to him with a worried frown. “Do you now see what I was warning you about, Daniel? We crossed The Sisterhood and now not only are we in danger, but so too are our loved ones. I told you this would happen. If you go against what these violent souls demand in the world, you’re only putting a target on your back. Yours, and of those you hold dear.”

“I have no regrets standing against The Sisterhood and what they were trying to do to innocent people,” Daniel reasoned. “Saving the elves from slavery was the right decision to make. Striking back at the monsters who march in The Sisterhood’s ranks was the correct thing to do. And you made the right call denying them entry into your city. You had to in order to protect your people from what those savages would have certainly done to this place and those that live here. We didn’t do anything wrong, Eirene.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s right or wrong, Daniel. What matters is what happens when we make that stand against such opposition. The Sisterhood. Humanity. Any race out there you can think of. This is what happens when you go against the chaos they create in this world, the anarchy and bigotry they adamantly persist with. This is why those like us belong down here, where it’s safe and hidden from the world, from the eyes and hateful prejudice of all those monsters out there, and why we need to be mindful who we speak our radical opinions to. You can’t change them, you can’t fight them, you can only stay out of their way while they kill each other.”

“If it were as safe down here as you so claim,” Daniel countered, gently holding a hand to her cheek. “You wouldn’t be freaking out over your daughter’s wellbeing right now. You can’t hide from those with wicked souls in this world, Eirene. Not even down here. And we can’t always persuade them with words of peace either, that I know. So if hiding and talking things over are not options, that only leaves us with fighting for our right to live freely.”

“We can’t fight them, Daniel,” Eirene stressed. “The Sisterhood’s army is too great. And your words cannot cut down generations of hatred and violence that keep our races apart. We cannot win these battles, don’t you see? If we fight, we die.”

“I’d rather die fighting for my beliefs,” Daniel asserted. “And not hiding in a cellar waiting for evil to come find me. I know the risks involved with this. My family knows them too. All the people who placed their faith in me understand this will not be easy. But we’re going to try anyway. Because if we don’t, there is no bright future for our children. We will not hide who and what we are, nor what is truly in our hearts.”

“They will come for your women,” Eirene warned. “They’ll come for your children. They’ll come after you however they can, however they can hurt you the most.”

“I know they will, I faced them quite recently,” Daniel quipped. “They did indeed try to strike down my beautiful family, my friends and allies, and even my daughter, all because of my actions to keep them safe from the real monsters of this world. But we didn’t run and hide from them, Eirene. We stood our ground. We fought back. And although we suffered pain in doing so, we’re still here, we’re still standing. And whether the world wants to hear it or not, we will make our voices heard. We will bring great change to Eden.”

“You don’t know what real pain is, Daniel,” Eirene said, slowly shaking her head. “You have no idea what kind of torment can really be inflicted upon you. What will happen to you and your loved ones should you keep walking this path.”

“I know very well what that pain feels like,” Daniel argued. “I lost a mate, a woman I loved and cherished more than words can say. I watched her die in front of me during the battle of Green Haven, struck down by the vile leaders of The Sisterhood. I felt that blade pierce my body just as it pierced hers. I felt true pain that day. I know what’s at stake when standing against evil like that. We know what we must be prepared for when walking this path. I know this better than you do, Eirene.”

“No, you don’t, Daniel.”

“No? What pain have you felt while hiding down here in your secret cave?” Daniel challenged her.

“I felt the pain of seeing my daughter raped before my very eyes,” Eirene cursed with a flinching scowl, surprising him. “By truly evil people worthy of the name monster. And then I lost my husband who I loved with all my heart. My family was destroyed, all because I tried to stand against the evil desires of others.”

“What?” Daniel breathed out.

Eirene struggled to speak further before looking past him. Glancing behind, Daniel saw Neru and the girls standing nearby while watching them, with the gargoyle having an uneasy frown on her face while Jericho showed a slightly curious expression on hers. Moriko’s hidden gaze moved from the copycat to Daniel as the three girls remained quiet, with Eirene turning around and trying to calm herself with slow breaths as an uncomfortable silence filled the air.

“Um,” Neru slowly said. “We’re… we’re ready to get going now. They’re sworn in and everything.”

“Fine. Let’s just go,” Eirene ordered before quickly walking ahead. Daniel remained speechless as he watched the copycat marching forward before he hurried after her. The other girls looked to each other then headed after them down the tunnel, with nobody saying a word the entire way through the lengthy corridor until they came to where the lift station was built into the side of the pathway.

Grabbing a torch from one of the stone columns, Eirene walked onto a lift that was available while the other two appeared to be in transit as their chains were still moving. Daniel walked up to the suspended platform before noticing Neru coming to a stop behind him.

“We’ll catch the next one,” the gargoyle offered. “You and the countess can take that one. We’ll meet you at the bottom.”

“Are you sure?” Daniel asked her.

“Yeah. Watch over her until we meet up again, okay? She could really use your support right now.”

“I will,” Daniel promised. He walked onto the lift while Eirene kept her back to them, the copycat then reaching over and pulling a nearby lever with a loud crank. The lift jerked down a bit before gradually descending as the winches above were heard rattling and grinding away. As the platform lowered into the dark pit below, Neru watched them go with a sympathetic look.

“Is that thing even safe?” Moriko asked, pointing to it. “It looks like a lazy troll decided to just stack the bricks however they might have fit and then called it a day while building that thing.”

“Yeah, everyone says that when they first see it,” Neru sighed. “It’s fine, don’t worry.”

“What was that she was talking about earlier? About her… family?” Moriko wondered.

“That’s not for you to know. That’s only for him to hear,” Neru replied. The witch slowly nodded while Jericho was looking around the area with a curious eye.

Standing on the lowering platform behind the copycat countess, Daniel watched her with concern as the woman remained silent while holding the torch for them in a trembling hand.

“Eirene?” he gently said. Slowly he took hold of the torch, with her hand dropping to her side as she whimpered and lowered her head. Gently, he held her arm and started to speak, only for the copycat to quickly turn around and hold him close while burying her face in his shoulder.

“Eirene. I’m sorry,” Daniel softly said, holding her. “I didn’t mean to… I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

“You didn’t know,” she whimpered. “How could you?”

“I’m sorry for what happened to your family,” Daniel said. “I’m sorry you felt that pain. I truly am.”

Eirene sniveled as she tried holding in her sobs and tears, the woman slowly lifting her head and looking at him with watery eyes. Daniel slowly shook his head with an empathetic look at the copycat, his expression then slowly changing to a cautious one.

“Eirene, you said your daughter was… violated. I heard about her from Kitten, how your daughter tried to steal her sword upon first entering Stonegate. If I may ask… how is it she’s alright now? I’ve been informed by my family that when it comes to children from non-human races, they can’t be exposed to sexual acts early in their lives or else their inner nature blooms too soon for them, something that can be fatal for the child.”

Eirene lowered her head with closed eyes while gently holding onto Daniel.

“I don’t mean to pry about such a personal matter,” he reasoned. “It’s just… I don’t understand how…”

“How she could still be alive after what happened to her,” Eirene finished, nodding slowly. “Yes, what you heard about our young is true. For any normal monster child, should they go through such a thing, they would go insane from their inner lust being released too early in their life. It would… destroy them.”

“But your daughter…” Daniel slowly said.

“Isn’t a normal monster child,” Eirene answered. Taking a slow breath, she then looked back to Daniel with a remorseful gaze. “It’s because of that… because she’s different, that she lived after that horrible incident. The very reason she’s still alive… is from both a gift and a curse.”

“How did she survive?” Daniel asked.

“I’ll tell you,” Eirene conceded, closing her eyes. “I’ll tell you exactly what happens to those that try to stand against the violence this world perpetuates. And what happens to those we love when we do.”

Wiping a tear from her eye, the countess then looked at Daniel with a troubled frown, the echoing sounds of the rattling chains above them being heard amidst the uneasy silence before the copycat spoke again.

*****

Standing on a balcony of her manor at the heart of The Cellar, Eirene admired the view of her peaceful underground sanctuary where humans and monsters were going about their day below her. Underneath the radiant light provided by the crystals on the cavern roof, the citizens of Stonegate’s secret city were also enjoying another day they had without fear of prejudice or hatred for living with one another in peace.

“It was a miracle that I became the countess of Stonegate,” Eirene somberly recalled. “I led a very troubled life before then. Made more than my fair share of mistakes due to arrogance and stupidity. I should have been dead in a ditch somewhere by all accounts, and nobody in the world would have shed a tear for me had that been my fate. But a miracle is what I received when I met my husband.”

Walking up next to the copycat and gently holding her from behind, a man was seen cherishing the woman who softly purred while leaning back against him. Dressed not in fancy clothing or fine silk garments, he instead wore his usual outfit befitting that of his profession at the lumber mill. A brown shirt along with dark pants that had shoulder straps that went over his muscular build, a thick beard of red hair that complimented his shaggy crimson locks atop his head, and blue eyes that looked at his wife with admiration and love.

“His name was Boriscoff. He was once a lumberjack from Orchvoch, a small human town that probably isn’t even on any maps. He loved what he did for a living and had the muscles to do it all day long too. I, however, had no prospects to speak of. Not only that, but I was also terrible at stealing, I couldn’t bring myself to become a murderous bandit, and I was alone with no family to help me. My miserable path in life led me to that town, where I hid among the people and… did some things that I’m not proud of in order to merely eat. I thought for sure I was going to meet my end there. Instead, I met him.”

Looking back at her husband, Eirene smiled fondly at the man before he pulled her into a kiss, her tail gently swaying to the side before reaching back and holding him close from behind. His hand moved up along her side, across her breast, and lightly traipsed across a sturdy collar that was around her neck, the choker being colored light purple with flowers painted along it. The collar was locked by key, and known to never come off her neck even for a moment as she proudly and happily wore it every day after it was first put on by her mate.

“Even at my worst, he only saw me for who I was on the inside. He saw me crying out for help, for understanding, for love. And he gave it to me. Even though I was a monster and he was human. He… gave me everything. After meeting that man, my future began to brighten. My path shifted from heading towards a certain grave to becoming the leader of my own people. It wasn’t easy, but with him by my side, I found the strength and intellect needed to ascend to such heights. I became the countess of the copycats in Koskaysil, and was entrusted with this place to keep its serenity and secrecy for generations to come. Boriscoff came here with me, and continued doing what he was best at with other loggers that helped supply the city with all the lumber that was needed.”

“Mama! Papa!” a young girl called out. Looking behind them, Eirene and her husband smiled at seeing a little copycat running toward them.

“And I was blessed with something even greater than becoming the countess of this place. I was given a true gift from god, something that made all the years of my hellish past worth every second that was endured. I was given a beautiful daughter.”

Racing towards her parents and embracing them with a hug was a young copycat. Dressed in white shoes with a flowing white and blue dress that had a large yellow ribbon on the back, was their daughter who smiled brightly at them with her yellow eyes and her long crimson hair that bounced in its fluffy ponytail behind her.

“When Lucy came into my life, I didn’t think it was possible for me to be any happier than I was holding her for the first time. But every day after that, I fell more in love with the life I had with my family, and I watched her grow into a wonderful young girl in our home. I’m sure Kitten told you about her… personality when they first met. How she’s… not exactly a well-behaved child. But back then, she was as innocent and pure as they came. She never disobeyed her parents. She was always friendly and courteous with the citizens. She was… an angel, Daniel. She was my perfect angel. Even though she was… different.”

Walking with her husband through the parks near town, Eirene enjoyed the day with her family as Lucy was running around nearby. The little copycat giggled as she chased a butterfly, running around trees and over the paths before she tripped and fell onto the stone walkway. Sitting up and holding her knee, the girl began crying as her parents walked over behind her. Shaking her head with a gentle smile, Eirene knelt down and hugged her daughter, with the little copycat mewling as she held onto her arm and whimpered with innocent eyes at her.

“I’m sure you’ve noticed by now that we copycats have… different blood than you do,” Eirene sighed. “Contrary to popular belief, the blood isn’t black while inside us. It just turns black when it leaves our body. The reason for this is believed that it turns black as it loses its… unique magic.”

“Unique magic?” Daniel repeated.

“Alchemists have worked for ages trying to fully understand it. Whatever is in our blood, however it works, it’s because of that special something that we’re able to mimic the appearance of others. It allows our bodies to change into different forms that we’ve come into contact with. A skilled copycat can mimic another’s body and voice just by looking at and listening to them. With focus and willpower, we can shift our appearance into that of our friends, our neighbors, and even our enemies. Our blood holds the key to our special talent.”

Eirene smiled at the girl and gently pet her head, soothing the child that leaned back in her hold while slowly calming down. As she did, the woman took notice of her daughter’s knee, which was scraped and had red blood seen on the wound.

“Lucy, however, does not bleed black blood. Hers is red, just like yours,” Eirene sadly continued.

“Then… does that mean…” Daniel worried.

“Yes. My daughter is unable to copy the appearances of others. She’s a copyless copycat. Among my people, they’re referred to as velgrants. It’s a rare condition, so rare, yet so cruel. For Lucy, she didn’t inherit my blood. She got her father’s. And as such, she will never be able to use our mimicry abilities.”

Helping her daughter stand again, Eirene watched Lucy trying to show a brave face as she held in her whimpers while looking at her knee. The girl then noticed other copycat children running about nearby, with the little monsters chasing each other in a game. As they did, whenever they tagged each other, they shifted their forms into those of goblins, gremlins, humans, and even a reptile girl, all of which didn’t help them run any faster to catch each other as they had hoped. Eirene and her husband watched the children playing their game then turned to Lucy, seeing her merely observing her kin demonstrating their special ability with a blank expression on her face.

“That’s terrible,” Daniel sympathized. “She must have hated that growing up.”

“No, she didn’t,” Eirene corrected. “At least, she never showed it. She was jealous of the other copycats in that she couldn’t do it, of course, but she didn’t show any resentment or anger from it. Not even to her father. She always smiled so brightly whenever he was near, she always purred so happily whenever he scratched her behind the ears. She even told me that she was happy she had her father’s blood because she loved and admired him so much. She was content with her life as a velgrant, she accepted it.”

The copycat children ran around the park before coming across Lucy, with the young girls shifting back into their copycat forms while smiling at the daughter of the countess. Lucy giggled and shook her head before she waved them on.

“You don’t have to stop because of me,” she insisted. “Please, keep doing it. It makes me happy to see others enjoying our people’s gift.”

“We don’t want to be rude,” a little copycat worried. “We don’t mind playing like this. Come join us.”

“Only if you show me how many forms you can change into,” Lucy dared. “Don’t let our amazing talents go to waste. If I catch you, you have to change into a totally different and awesome form. If you can’t do that, then you lose.”

“You sure you can catch us with a hurt knee?” a copycat asked, pointing to Lucy’s leg.

“This is nothing,” Lucy stubbornly retorted. “I’m not some weak little pussycat; I’m the daughter of a lumberjack after all. I can handle a cut like this no problem. Now let’s do this, you’re not getting out of this challenge that easily. Show me you’re worthy of having the gift of our people.”

“Haha! Okay, you’re on,” another copycat agreed with a bold smile. The little monsters took off running with Lucy giving chase, with her playmates shifting into other monster forms while laughing playfully. Eirene and Boriscoff smiled as they watched Lucy playing with the children, with the man gently holding his wife close as they felt their love for their daughter growing by the day.

“That shows she has a strong spirit,” Daniel commended. “That’s very admirable of her to be so humble. And it sounds like the people of Stonegate accepted her just the way she was.”

“They did,” Eirene agreed. “Velgrants are not considered outcasts or the devil among my people. If anything, they have our pity for being robbed of what makes us truly unique in this world. Fortunately, it is possible for velgrants to have children who can mimic others. Whatever magic is in our blood, part of it still lies in Lucy’s too. It’s possible her children will not be velgrants like her.”

“Whether they are or not, I’m sure she’ll love them just as you love your daughter, Eirene.”

“I hope so. Though, should they be born velgrants like Lucy, there is a special gift they will receive in compensation for not being able to mimic others.”

“What is that?” Daniel wondered.

“It’s the only reason Lucy is still alive today,” Eirene sniveled. Taking a moment to compose herself, she then continued while feeling her heart aching from the memory. “As you know, we keep watch on those living on the surface, observing their never-ending hatred and violence against each other. And among them, we find rare exceptions that show they belong with us down here where it’s safe. People like you, Daniel, who appear to have kind spirits that were unfortunately born into dens of demons.”

“Those who want a world without prejudice and violence are not as rare as you claim, Eirene,” Daniel pointed out. “Not everyone on the surface is a demon.”

“No, you’re right. Not everyone on the surface is a demon. Sometimes those we bring down here with us turn out to be demons as well. Sometimes we make mistakes in whom we can trust to join us. And unfortunately, one of those mistakes cost my family dearly.”

Among the bustling streets of the underground city, monsters and humans were gathered in the markets like usual, along with a young copycat who was being watched over by an adult one with a crossbow holstered on her back. Lucy was heavily engrossed in what she was seeing with stars in her eyes, that being a stall that had colorful balls of yarn for sale that drew a look of wonder across the young girl’s face. At her side, the guard also showed interest in them, however she had enough willpower to keep from being completely mesmerized by the sight.

“So pretty,” Lucy purred. “So colorful. So awesome.”

“I have to agree with you on that one, kid,” the guard smirked.

“You copycats sure do like yarn, don’t you?” a human woman laughed as she sat in her chair behind the counter.

“How much for all of them?” Lucy eagerly asked.

“All of them?” the woman exclaimed before showing an awkward smile. “Um, you really want all of them, dear?”

“You do not have enough for all of them, child,” the guard pointed out. “Your parents only gave you a sensible amount of shopping money. I think you can buy one or two.”

“But… but… only two? But which ones?” Lucy fretted, holding her head. “How am I supposed to decide that?”

“That’s one of life’s great challenges,” the guard chuckled. “Though I’m sure you’ll make it through these rough waters just fine.”

Lucy anxiously looked from one ball of yarn to another while mewling to herself, with the human and guard exchanging amused smiles as the young girl’s tail quickly swayed behind her. The copycat guard then glanced behind at something while Lucy began hopping about as she desperately tried to decide on what to purchase. As the young girl struggled with her own problem, it appeared her parents were also handling another one nearby.

“But, countess!” a man desperately pleaded. “I beg of you to reconsider! We know you have the power to do this, please, honor our one request so that we can finally rest easy at night.”

“The answer is no,” Eirene argued, shaking her head with a firm expression. “Do you not hear yourselves? What you ask is simply out of the question.”

“But why not?” a younger man demanded. Shaking his head and long black hair while glaring at the countess with his dark blue eyes, the man clenched his hands into shaky fists at his sides. “It’s not fair those monsters get to live after what they did to our town, what they did to my family! They need to pay for their crimes!”

“And they will,” Eirene assured. “They walk a dark path on the surface, they will not be long for this world with how many enemies they’re making. Leave them to their own self-destructive ways, what matters is that you and your people are now safe.”

“But-” the younger man started to furiously argue before one of his elders stopped him.

“Please, countess,” the elder carefully said. “Those monsters took everything from us. They destroyed our homes and murdered many of our people. Were it not for your spy who was living among us who chose to save us, we would have shared that dreadful fate as well.”

“We are thankful your kind helped us in our time of need,” a human woman agreed. “All we ever wanted was to live our lives in peace away from all the horrible fighting and hate that surrounded our town.”

“We never hurt anyone,” a man added, on the verge of tears. “We never went to war. We never harmed any travelers that passed through. We lived our lives peacefully in our own little pocket of Eden. And yet… what happened to our town… to my son…”

“I know,” Eirene sympathized. “I know none of you deserved what happened. My informant watched over you for many years, seeing with her own eyes that you harbored no ill will towards anyone. You never even raised your swords towards monsters that strayed close to your town. You merely warned them to stay away so nobody would get hurt, you didn’t want anyone, man or monster, to die in your land. I know you people are good souls. I know you deserved better than what the world gave you.”

“Then why won’t you help us avenge our fallen?” the younger man sharply asked. “Those monsters took away our brothers and fathers, they killed our mothers and daughters, and they burned our homes to the ground while laughing at our misery and suffering. They’re still out there, spreading their vile evil and destroying more lives by the day. Please, help us put a stop to them once and for all. It’s only right.”

“You copycats can infiltrate any settlement with ease, can’t you?” an older man asked. “You sure fooled us easily enough, certainly you can do it again with those bloody demons. Your assassins can sneak right into their homes and take them out once and for all. Never again will their blades rend the flesh of the innocent. Please, it’s all we ask.”

“You’re asking us to engage in war,” Eirene argued. “You’re asking us to risk the lives of our people all to satisfy your thirst for revenge. You’re asking us to go against our tradition of keeping quiet and out of sight from the world in order to protect our people, our home, our way of life. We will not march out of here as personal soldiers of yours to attack anyone simply because you demand it. We are not an army, we are merely mistreated souls just like you who have come together to help each other survive the only way we can. By staying as far away from the conflicts above as possible.”

“But-”

“I’m sorry,” Eirene asserted, holding a hand up to stop him. “Now, had we known that such an attack would have taken place in your town beforehand, we would have reached out to you sooner to invite you all to live down here in safety. My informant had to make the decision on her own to bring you here because of it happening so fast. I am sorry we couldn’t save more of you. I truly am. We have done all that we can for you.”

“That’s not true,” the younger man snapped. “You have the power to avenge our people, and you choose to do nothing. It would be no trouble for you sneaky cats to blend into their ranks and strike them in the dead of night. Instead you make up excuses in order to save yourself the trouble of lifting a goddamn finger to help us stop those demons once and for all!”

“Jesseth, enough,” the older man hushed.

“But I’m right!” Jesseth shouted back. “They have the power to answer our prayers, and they refuse! So what happens now? Those monsters get to keep living and destroying whatever they want on the surface while we are forced to hide down here like rats with cowardly cats!”

“If you are so inclined to draw their blood,” Boriscoff spoke up. “Then by all means leave and try your luck with that. I wouldn’t recommend it, lad, but if taking their lives is the only thing that will bring you peace, know that we will have no part of it.”

“Oh, the man speaks,” Jesseth spat back. “I thought you were this little kitty’s pet with how you’ve just been standing by her side and ignoring our plight this whole time. She may have a collar on, but I thought you were the one on the leash between you.”

“Jesseth, stop right now,” the older man ordered. “We owe our lives to these copycats and their community down here. Do not speak so brashly in the presence of our saviors.”

“Saviors?” Jesseth scorned. “What did they save us from? There is no justice being done. The ones who murdered our people get to roam free, and the ones who have the ability to end their murderous reign in Eden would rather we stew down here in our agony rather than help us exact justice for our fallen. My brother and father were taken away to raped to death by those monsters, my mother and sisters were ripped apart before me. And our saviors here, they choose to do nothing about it when they so easily can.”

“It’s not as easy as you so claim,” Eirene argued. “You don’t know what it is you’re asking of us or realize how dangerous it would truly be.”

“You really are a monster,” Jesseth scowled. “You want us to live with the pain of knowing our tormentors are free to do as they wish. You want us to wallow in the agony of losing our friends and family while stuffed down in this cave under your rule.”

“If you want to leave, you’re free to do so,” Eirene countered. “None of you are prisoners here, you know this. If you want to leave that badly, for whatever reason, by all means, go. We won’t stop you. But our fighters will not follow you into battle. That is not our way down here.”

“Your way is just as evil as what those other monsters live by,” Jesseth coldly said. “You don’t understand at all the pain we feel. You don’t see what it’s like to be treated with such injustice. You don’t see now. But one day, you will, countess. You will.”

“I’m not blind to how unfair the world is up above,” Eirene reasoned. “We know very well how terrible Eden and those that inhabit it can be. And I assure you, I’ve had my own fair share of horrible events in my life. I do not consider the pain you and your people experienced to be nothing, nor mean anything to you. However, what you ask of us just cannot be done. I’m sorry.”

“If that is how you want it, then so be it, countess,” Jesseth scorned. He shook his head before walking off, with his fellow villagers showing remorseful looks at Eirene before following after.

“A lot of anger in that man,” Boriscoff mentioned, crossing his arms. “Can’t say I fully blame him though. What those people went through, it’s just awful thinking about it. I can only imagine how furious I would get if anything were to happen to you or Lucy. Still, I hope those that were taken away from them don’t suffer long before leaving this world.”

“I hope so too,” Eirene sighed. “At least we were able to save those people from sharing the same fate. Hopefully in time, their anger will subside and their pain will fade away. They deserve to live in peace just like they were doing before.”

The two looked to each other with empathetic smiles before noticing their daughter running over to them while breaking down into tears.

“Mama! Papa! I don’t know what to do! Please help me!” Lucy cried out, hugging her mother.

“Lucy? What’s wrong?” Eirene asked.

“I don’t know which yarn to pick!” Lucy whined with watery eyes at her. “I don’t know how to choose! Help me, mama! Please, I don’t know what to do!”

Eirene and Boriscoff exchanged weak smiles to that before Lucy’s guard walked over beside them, the woman shrugging with a small chuckle before they watched the little copycat crying into mother’s side.

While Eirene held her daughter and tried to reassure her that the decision she was faced with wasn’t anything to cry about, they were sharply watched from further down the road by Jesseth and a few other men. Their seething glares and flinching scowls were aimed at the countess and her family, with Jesseth’s eyes going from the woman to her daughter that was slowly calming down.

“When you stand against the chaos this world broods,” Eirene warned. “You become the target of its wrath. You, and everyone you know and love. Hatred, prejudice, fear, rage; everything that corrupts even a kindhearted soul, it all turns into evil that aims to bring you down however it can. Whatever hurts you the most… it’ll find it… and it’ll strike without mercy.”

“Eirene…” Daniel softly said.

“I was never so naïve to think trouble couldn’t arise in The Cellar. We have guards that watch out for such things for a reason. But even so… I never imagined what happened next… could really happen to us.”

“Jesseth. Did he…”

Walking down a street in the underground city, Lucy hummed a happy tune while skipping now and again with her steps. Ahead of her a copycat guard was looking around at the passing citizens with a calm smile on her face, the two passing by a few shops built next to each other on the side of the road.

“He told me I didn’t understand the pain he felt.”

After a few more steps, a hand quickly grabbed Lucy from the shadowy alleyway next to them, with another clamping over her mouth as her muffled scream failed to alert the guard who kept walking ahead. The woman looked around the area for a moment then stopped, and upon glancing behind her she quickly jumped with a startle as Lucy was nowhere to be seen.

“And he told me that one day I would.”

“Lucy!” the guard yelled, running down the street. Several others were seen sprinting about through area while calling out the girl’s name. It wasn’t long before many of the citizens also joined in the search, however there was no trace of the young copycat to be found.

“We couldn’t find her… until the next day…”

Down through the catacombs of The Cellar beneath the city of Stonegate, footsteps were heard stampeding through the passageways along with shadows racing along against the walls from torchlights.

“And then… when we finally tracked them down…”

Bursting through a doorway, Boriscoff and Eirene ran in along with a few copycat guards, all of them quickly stopping in shock of what they found. Eirene’s eyes widened as far as they would go, her sights fixated on the single most horrific thing she had ever seen in her life.

“I felt it…”

Eirene’s jaw lowered as she felt all the air in her lungs escaping her. Tears started to well up in her eyes while her body was completely frozen in place.

“I felt that pain, Daniel. And I swear… part of me died on the inside from it.”

In the room she now stood in were a few of the men who had recently taken refuge in The Cellar, along with Jesseth who was looking back at the countess with a frustrated scowl. The lantern in the chamber illuminated everything, from the barrels stacked against the far wall, the crates that some of the men were sitting on against another, and a table in the middle of the room that Jesseth was standing in front of.

And dangling to either side of the man who was naked from the waist down, were the little legs of a young copycat that was lying on the table without any clothes on. Eyes unfocused with tears still leaking out of them, bruises on her neck and chest, tail lying motionless beside her, and dripping from the table where she and the man were joined together, a white liquid that fell onto the floor that had not only more of it seen in a puddle, but also with some red mixed in as well.

“How do you like it?” Jesseth hissed with a bitter smile. “How does it feel to have that knife of injustice pierce your heart, countess?” 

“LUCY!” Eirene shrieked, her voice echoing down the corridors behind them. She grabbed her head as she screamed uncontrollably, her vision quickly blurring everything except the sight of her daughter who remained unresponsive to her cry. The world around Eirene faded into a nightmarish haze, the sight and sounds of her husband and the guards roaring in anger as they charged forward becoming lost to her as she withdrew into her mind.

“They raped my daughter. They raped her senseless. All because I chose peace over blood. All because I didn’t side with their vengeful desires. Their kindhearted nature turned wicked in the blink of an eye, and we only realized what it was we let into our home after it was too late.”

“Eirene… I’m so sorry,” Daniel remorsefully said.

From the terrible memory, Eirene recalled how she fell to her knees screaming in agony. How she managed to crawl over to the table and pull her catatonic daughter off it. And how she held the young girl close while crying out her name.

“I was paralyzed with despair,” Eirene recounted. “All I could do was hold my little girl while screaming in torment for what happened to her. I felt pain beyond anything I ever imagined. My husband, however, wasted no time exacting our own revenge for our daughter.”

The sounds of men screaming in agony were heard while blood splattered across the crates and walls, the cracking of bones snapping and flesh tearing being accompanied by a furious father’s unrelenting roar.

“He killed nearly all of them… with his bare hands,” Eirene said with a small growl. “The last one, Jesseth, slipped by them and ran like the fucking rat he was. My husband and the guards gave chase, all while I remained with Lucy who I couldn’t bear to take my arms away from in the slightest. Jesseth managed to escape The Cellar through its back exit, however my husband and people did not give up the pursuit. They followed him all across The Outerlands, they were not going to let him get away with what he had done.”

“Did they catch him?” Daniel asked.

“Yes,” Eirene whimpered. “But… at a great cost. They cornered him at a cliffside above a dangerous river, they managed to trap him there by blocking the bridge that went over the water. He tried fleeing down the rocky ledges where our archers couldn’t see him. My husband followed him… and shortly after… they both went over the edge.”

“Oh no…” Daniel worried.

“Jesseth’s body was found on the rocks below. But Boriscoff… he was never found. They searched for him, but never to any success. My husband was taken away by Eden.”

“I’m sorry. I really am, Eirene,” Daniel empathized.

“My daughter lost her innocence…”

Sitting by the bed that Lucy was asleep in, Eirene continued crying while holding her daughter’s hand.

“I lost my husband…”

With a sharp snap, the collar around Eirene’s neck was cut off with heavy shears, the broken choker dropping to the ground along with a few tears from the copycat as she stared at it with heartbroken eyes.

“I nearly lost everything I held dear. If Lucy had been taken away from me as well, I don’t know what I would have done. I might have even… tried to follow after into the underworld to be with them again.”

“I’m glad you didn’t do anything so extreme, Eirene,” Daniel mentioned. “And I’m also glad your daughter wasn’t taken away from you. I’m sorry she went through such hell like that. She didn’t deserve it. None of you did.”

“It’s what happens when you say things that are not what others want to hear,” Eirene regretted. “It’s what happens when you stand against the evil this world holds, and make it known you will have no part of it. Out there, Daniel, if you don’t follow along with the chaos, then you’re seen as the problem. If you upset or anger any of those violent or bigoted souls, they’ll come after you, and they’ll try taking everything from you in the process.”

“I would expect nothing less from real monsters,” Daniel had to agree with. “Still, that thought aside, I must ask, how did Lucy survive that incident? How is it she didn’t go crazy after what she went through?”

With light coming in from the bedroom window, Lucy was seen sitting up in her bed while gazing out the window with a distant look. The sound of her door opening didn’t draw her attention to where Eirene came walking in, the woman heading over to her daughter’s bedside and sitting beside her. Lucy remained quiet as she hugged her mother, with Eirene gently petting her head while holding her close with a faint smile.

“Because velgrants do not inherit something else from their mothers,” Eirene explained. “It’s not just our special blood they don’t receive. They also do not inherit our inner nature.”

“Your inner nature? You mean…” Daniel slowly said.

“Yes. Lucy will not feel a monster’s insatiable lust within her. She will not now nor ever fall victim to a monster’s powerful inner nature. She will only have the same level of desire for mating, lust, and all the emotions that go with them, as does any human girl of her age. Because of this, after she recovered from the trauma of being raped, she didn’t go insane like any monster child would. It’s because she’s a velgrant that she is still alive today.”

*****

With the lift continuing further down the shaft, Daniel held Eirene with one hand while in his other was their torch. The copycat had her head lowered with closed eyes as she tried calming herself after divulging her family’s tragic past.

“Incredible. I didn’t know such a thing was possible,” Daniel marveled. “So that’s how she managed to remain herself afterwards.”

“No, she wasn’t herself after that, Daniel,” Eirene sighed. “After that horrible event, my little Lucy was never the same again. Her once innocent personality had become… jaded. Distant. Bitter. She started acting out, a lot, and she never wore her pretty dresses again. Now she prefers to dress in black and hide her face like a bandit, and she steals anything she can get her hands on. It’s like… she doesn’t care what others think of her now. She just wants to take whatever makes her happy in the moment. Every day it gets worse and worse with her. I don’t know how to make her stop.”

As the lift continued downward, Eirene and Daniel remained quiet as the man held the copycat with a gentle touch. Wiping away her tears, Eirene turned her remorseful eyes to Daniel as he watched her with a sympathetic look.

“If I was the cause of her getting hurt again,” she whimpered. “If she’s in danger now… or worse… because of me…”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Eirene,” Daniel assured her. “Refusing The Sisterhood’s entry into Stonegate was the right decision. You did what you had to in order to protect your people, your daughter. What’s happening now isn’t because of you, it’s because of the people who fell prey to corruption and greed. They’re the ones who are causing this nightmare to unfold, not you.”

“What if they found her already? What if she’s in their clutches as we speak?” Eirene fretted. “My daughter… my beautiful baby… no, not again. This can’t happen to her again.”

“We won’t let it,” Daniel promised. “We’re going to find her, and we’re going to keep her safe. I swear to you, Eirene, I will not let them harm a hair on her head. She’s not going to suffer again.”

For the rest of the way, Eirene continued watching Daniel as he remained on alert, his eyes glancing around at the surrounding walls and occasional opening that he could almost hear voices echoing from.

“Why are you doing this for me?” she finally asked, getting his attention. “Why are you risking your life for me? For my daughter? I’m not part of your alliance. We may even become enemies someday because of our differing paths. Why are you doing this for me, Daniel?”

“Because I don’t see you becoming my enemy, Eirene,” he reasoned, shaking his head. “You’re my friend. I know I can trust you. And I don’t want to see you get hurt. Not you, not your daughter, and not the people down here who are innocent in all this, no matter how few of them there may still be. At the very least, I know protecting you from the likes of The Sisterhood is the right thing to do. And even if it paints a bigger target on my back, I will not stand idly by while you and your family are threatened like this.”

“Why do you care so much about monsters like me?” Eirene softly wondered in awe.

“You’re not a monster, Eirene,” Daniel countered with a smirk. “You’re a woman of Eden. A wonderful, caring, loving woman who is anything but a monster. And the proper thing for a man to do when a woman is in danger like this is protect her. I know this world prefers it the other way around, but I do not. I promised I would keep you safe, and I’m going to uphold that promise no matter what.”

Eirene stared at him in silence while seeming stunned from his words, with the lift they were on finally reaching the bottom of the shaft as it landed on the ground with an echoing thud. Guiding the copycat off the platform and into the connecting corridor that was Stonegate’s catacombs, Daniel set the torch in a holder next to the archway while looking around at the tunnels nearby.

“Alright,” Daniel cautioned. “As soon as Neru and the others catch up, we should get going. Here’s hoping it doesn’t take them too long to reach us.”

“Ya-hoo!” Neru’s voice echoed nearby. Daniel and Eirene turned to see the gargoyle swooping down with her wings in the adjacent elevator shaft. She landed with a swift impact, with Moriko being held in her arm on her left, Jericho in her right, and her citole in her tail.

“There we go,” Neru proudly said looking up. “That’s much faster than waiting for the lift. Seriously, that thing was taking forever to reach the top. I swear, these lifts move so slowly it’s no wonder you could fill the time with so much character exposition and long flashbacks. It’s like an overly cliché plot device or something.”

Setting the witch and ant girl down on their feet, Neru’s tail flipped her citole into the air overhead before she snatched hold of it with a bold smile.

“What is wrong with you?” Moriko demanded, brushing down her skirt. “You kept diving and flying around in loops the whole way down here, despite both of us telling you to knock it off, and you always say the strangest things that make no sense.”

“Is that what she was saying?” Neru wondered, glancing to Jericho. “How could you tell? All she was doing was squeaking at me while glaring daggers and shaking her fist. I thought she was enjoying the ride.”

Jericho squeaked at the gargoyle while waving her off with a look of discontent on her face, the three girls then noticing Daniel and Eirene watching them.

“Okay, looks like they caught up to us,” Daniel reasoned. “So, which way do we go now, Eirene?”

“That way,” Eirene said, pointing down the hall. “Please, we have to hurry, I need to find Lucy before it’s too late.”

Daniel took her hand and started running down the corridor with the copycat keeping close to him. Following after them were Neru and the two new arrivals to Stonegate’s hidden secret, with Moriko and Jericho looking around curiously at their surroundings. As they made their way deeper into Stonegate’s hidden catacombs, Eirene’s worried eyes turned to Daniel as he guided the copycat forward while securely holding her hand.

“I promised I would keep you safe, and I’m going to uphold that promise no matter what.”

As his words echoed in her head and she felt her heart beating faster for a moment while watching him, Eirene’s hand tightened around his, knowing that at the very least, there was one soul down there that she knew could be trusted with the life of her and her daughter.

‘Daniel…’




Chapter 10

A Harrowing Encounter

Fear was something everyone in the world of Eden had to face in their lives. It could come in many different forms, from being terrified of creatures crawling through the night unseen, facing a gruesome death that ominously drew closer, encountering a creature of horrific stature, or perhaps it was the mere thought of losing someone precious forever. It was fear that gripped the hearts of those faced with the unknown and the dreadful, weakening them and their resolve, leaving them vulnerable in their frightened state. The greater the fear was, the more daunting it became, if not impossible, to fight against.

Needless to say, those that used fear as a weapon were a force to be reckoned with.

*****

Running as fast as he could, Max sprinted across the sanctuary grounds towards the main gate in a panic. Around him caregivers and residents were scrambling about in disarray, with harpies trying to calm down nervous patients and watchers rushing to their positions on the ramparts around the monastery. With the main gate opening, several trolls and watchers ran out of the compound as they made haste towards the foreign object that crashed nearby. This was also where Max was heading as he neared the open gate before he was quickly grabbed hold of and yanked back by someone.

“Where do you think you’re going, kid?” a troll in a white tunic demanded. “Now’s not the time to go for a walk out there. Get back to your room where its safe.”

“Let me go!” Max demanded, thrashing in her grip. “Let go! I have to go out there, I have to find Lelu and Grace! Let me go!”

“No you don’t, go back to your room right now,” the troll ordered, shoving him back. The boy stumbled before being caught by Bermuda, the arachne holding him upright while Syliandanchevas and Scarlet walked up behind them.

“Get out of our way,” Bermuda ordered. “We need to go find them, they might need our help!”

“Which is what the watchwomen of this sanctuary will do,” the troll explained. “We’ll go check out that strange craft and look for your friends. We’ve got caretakers from Shadow’s Refuge scrambling to get over there, and I’m willing to bet my gold tooth that harpies from Red Peak will be descending upon that thing to check it out as well. Leave this to the adults, now is not the time to have children running around out there.”

“Excuse me,” Bermuda huffed in discontent. “I’ll have you know I’ve ventured outside these walls on special errands for my father before, not to mention I know how to use magic to defend myself. I’m perfectly capable of going out there to find my friends.”

“And what about him?” the troll asked, pointing with her axe at the boy. “Does he know magic too?”

“He… comes from a family of monster hunters,” Bermuda tried to reason with. “And he’s got the muscle to fight off whatever we might find out there. I mean look at his arms, seriously.”

“I don’t have time for this,” the troll scoffed, shaking her head. “Both of you need to return to your rooms, right now.”

“P-P-Please d-don’t go, y-you t-t-two,” Syliandanchevas stuttered. “You m-m-mustn’t go o-o-out th-there now. It’s too d-d-dangerous.”

“She’s not wrong,” Scarlet agreed. “There’s no telling if that strange thing is threatening or not. Right now it’s best if the watchwomen of this sanctuary examine what exactly it is that landed nearby.”

“But Lelu and Grace are out there!” Max yelled at her. “That thing crashed right on top of them! I have to see if they’re okay, they could be seriously hurt or worse right now! I’m not waiting here and doing nothing when they’re in trouble like this! I won’t do it!”

“I can see it your eyes,” Scarlet mused, seeing the teary-eyed look of frustration on Max. “Those two girls must mean a great deal to you. I will pray for their survival, as I’m sure everyone here is doing as well. Even still, it would be incredibly irresponsible of us to allow a young boy to run out there into who-knows-what sort of danger that could be lurking among that mysterious object.”

Max struggled to control himself as he had great difficulty telling his body to stop in its attempt to run out there. Scarlet observed the boy carefully for a moment before she slowly nodded.

“Bermuda, go with him,” she ordered, getting curious looks from them. “See to it that he stays safe in his search for those two poor girls.”

“What?” the troll exclaimed. “You’re going to let these kids go out there at a time like this?”

“The headmaster has spoken highly of his daughter’s magical prowess,” Scarlet said with a smirk. “I remember hearing much about her impressive development, and I even recall a few instances where I could hear her magic in effect from Red Peak.”

“Yeah, she’s nearly blown up this place dozens of times with her destructive magic,” the troll argued, earning a flustered scowl from Bermuda. “You probably heard all of us screaming for our lives from up on those mountains too.”

“If there is trouble to be found near that thing, it may be wise to have her ‘destructive magic’ available to help you deal with it,” Scarlet reasoned before glancing to Max. “As for him, while it would be irresponsible for us to allow a young boy to leave these grounds right now, I don’t believe we’re in the presence of a young boy. He has the spirit and bravery of a young man, and it appears he has already made his choice on what he will do. Stand aside and allow him through.”

“Are you serious?” the troll asked in disbelief.

“If you don’t, he’s just going to sneak out of here anyway,” Scarlet reasoned with a shrug at her. “Might as well let him go with an escort and let him do what he has to do. He’s going to search for those girls, and I don’t believe any of us here have the power to stop him.”

Turning to Max, Scarlet showed him a faint smile.

“I will pray for your success in finding your friends. Do be careful out there, both of you. I will be returning to Red Peak to inform the chieftess about this turn of events, as well as advise my people to take shelter until we know what it is we’re dealing with. I hope to see you both again in good health.”

“Wait, you’re flying back to speak to your chieftess now?” Bermuda worried. “Does that mean…”

“I believe the full details regarding Lelu and Grace’s troubles with the angels will have to wait until we resolve this pressing issue first,” Scarlet replied with a knowing look at her. “I imagine we will not have time to speak about that particular problem until tomorrow, just as we discussed earlier. For now, please focus on finding your friends and making sure they survive to see tomorrow, okay?”

“We will,” Max promised with a nod. “We’ll find them right away.”

“Um, headmistress?” a gremlin in a white tunic said, nudging Syliandanchevas while pointing to the side. Everyone turned to see Arial nearby in the courtyard, the young angel watching something with narrowed eyes above her. Looking up, Max and the girls noticed Valentina leaning out of her window while gazing towards the crashed ship.

“Do you think that thing has anything to do with those angels being here?” the troll asked.

“Hard to say,” Scarlet reasoned, watching Valentina closely. “What we just witnessed would probably be something of great interest even to those like the angels.”

“Look,” Bermuda said, pointing at Valentina who leapt out of her window and flapped her wings to keep airborne. The angel took off into the air towards the crash site with golden embers wafting from her wings.

“She left,” Syliandanchevas curiously said.

“Does she know what that thing is?” Max wondered.

With her frozen wings arching behind her, Arial then shot into the air with snow fluttering behind her wings in their wake. The young angel raced after Valentina, with Max and the girls turning to each other with uneasy looks.

“I think Arial just picked her moment to strike,” Bermuda reasoned.

“Which means we might have a fight between angels breaking out right in front of that mysterious object,” Scarlet mused. “This could be a problem.”

“Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,” Syliandanchevas worried, holding her cheeks.

“Let’s go,” Max said, pulling Bermuda’s hand. “We need to find Lelu and Grace and get them as far away from everything that’s going crazy out there as we can.”

“Right. Let’s hurry,” Bermuda agreed, the two taking off towards the open gate along with a few watchers.

“I need to alert my chieftess about this right away,” Scarlet said to Syliandanchevas. “Things are probably going to get very dangerous around here. In the meantime, please try to restore order in Shadow’s Refuge. Take the necessary precautions to ensure everyone’s protection. I will return as soon as I can with what aid I can bring.”

“But what about Max and Bermuda?” Syliandanchevas fretted. “And, oh dear. Lelu. Grace. What if they… what if they’re…”

“Have faith they will survive,” Scarlet said, resting her wing on the fey’s shoulder. “Their friends are rushing to their rescue as we speak. Trust that they can handle this.”

“And what about Valentina and Arial?” Syliandanchevas asked. “Never mind if that strange thing out there is safe or not, we may have a bigger problem when those two angels come to blows in our backyard. What do we do then?”

“We do the only thing we can do,” Scarlet said with a small shrug. “We pray for a miracle. I would try my luck in stopping them, however I don’t wish to bring more vengeful angels down upon this land should I interfere in their affairs. All we can do is hope Grace and Lelu are okay, that Max and Bermuda will be able to escort them to safety, and that there isn’t anything malicious regarding that foreign craft’s arrival.”

She then showed a cautious look before turning her gaze up towards the sky, her eyes carefully scanning the heavens while Syliandanchevas grew more concerned from watching the harpy.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” the fey asked.

“That thing appeared damaged as it flew through the sky above us,” Scarlet recalled. “It had fire coming from its wing. That may be why it crashed into the mountain as it did.”

“What does that mean?” Syliandanchevas asked. Scarlet looked around at the night sky with a sharp eye before shaking her head a little.

“If it was struck out of the sky by something, where is its assailant?”

*****

“Get me a status report, right now!” Ira called out. Hovering above the captain’s station, the tiny woman observed many pixies flying about in the command deck, with several hovering in front of monitors that displayed numerous emblems and flashing icons. Blinking red lights were going off all across the deck while smoke and a few fires were still burning from a few of the instruments after the Aurora’s crash landing.

“We have fires that we’re dealing with across the entire ship,” a pixie reported. “The Aurora thankfully didn’t break up, but we have serious structural damage that needs immediate attention.”

“Starboard wing is in critical condition,” another worried. “Engines 3, 4, and 5 are offline, with 6 reporting heavy damage.”

“Guidance system is offline,” another remorsefully told Ira. “Communications uplink is offline. And we’ve also lost navigation systems. I have no idea where we are right now.”

“Weapon systems are offline,” another cursed, bashing her fist against a glowing monitor. “Hanger bay control systems are offline. I can’t get anything to respond.”

“We’re dead in the water,” another morbidly said. “Except we didn’t crash into water, we crashed into a mountain.”

“Get our repair teams in motion, ladies!” Ira ordered. “We need to get this ship restored and operational, and we need it done now!”

“Ma’am,” a pixie reported as she flew over to Ira’s side. “We don’t have the necessary variable matter onboard to fully restore the ship. And we can’t establish a connection with the variable reservoir to acquisition more. I don’t think we can get this ship flying again.”

“Focus all available resources to repair critical systems first,” Ira commanded. “If we can’t fly, we need to ensure the Aurora is secure and able to defend itself until we can make the necessary repairs. And get those weapon systems back online as soon as possible. Whatever struck us out of the breach might be coming down on us any second now. We need to be ready to make our stand when it does.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the pixie replied with a salute. As she took off in a blur of blue light, Ira held her hand out and touched a floating dashboard that illuminated into view before her.

“This is First Officer Ira,” she announced. “I am assuming essential command of the Aurora while the captain is incapacitated. All divisions be on high alert. Repair all critical components of the Aurora and be ready for imminent attack from an unknown aggressor.”

Tapping the floating console, it vanished from sight as the pixie took a moment to straighten her hat while displaying a focused expression.

“Is the medical bay at least operational? Is the captain going to be okay or do I need to be worried?”

“The medical bay suffered minor damage from the crash, ma’am,” a pixie reported. “The captain is currently sleeping with the staff watching over her. If there is any change in her condition, we will let you know right away.”

“Good. Although to be honest, it’s probably for the best that she’s not awake to see all this. I’m not sure she’s ready to handle this sort of scenario given her… inexperienced status as a captain.”

“Ma’am!” a pixie called out. “We have incoming! Multiple readings show we’re being approached from all sides.”

“I had a feeling we might have woken the locals,” Ira reasoned with a shrug. “Give me a visual.”

A large floating viewing window expanded out in front of the cabin, with Ira and the crew seeing fuzzy images being monitored from outside. With the video feed cycling through different viewpoints on the ship, they were able to see with illuminated night vision that harpies, watchers, and a few trolls dressed in white were carefully gathering near the craft while also keeping a good amount of distance between them and the vessel. They also saw harpies landing down atop a few rocky cliffs and boulders on the mountain behind them, all of them looking over the ship with bewilderment while a few had torches held in foot.

“They all appear to be monsters, ma’am,” a pixie reported. “Aside from a few swords and axes, they mostly seem to be unarmed.”

“Well I don’t believe any of them are responsible for us being swatted out of the sky,” Ira remarked, shaking her head. “They’re not a threat, they're just curious what fell near them. Keep an eye out for something more dangerous than them lurking out there. For now, just ignore them and continue with the repairs.”

Outside the ship, a large gathering of watchwomen from Shadow’s Refuge was forming, with harpies from the mountains above also flying down and landing near the strange object that recently crashed into their land. With watchers remaining on guard and harpies keeping further behind them with nervous looks, another group from the monastery was making haste towards the mountainside near the downed vessel.

“Holy shoot!” Max exclaimed, seeing the large craft resting further ahead of them. “What in Eden is that anyway? It’s huge!”

“It’s like a giant… metal… bird,” Bermuda said in disbelief. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“The trail to the mountainside temple is this way,” a watcher said, leading the way for them along with a few others. Overhead, a few harpies were seen flying towards the cliffs where a stone brick pathway was seen leading up along the elevation.

“I fear for the lives of those two girls,” another watcher mentioned. “I can see the path of destruction laid out by that foreign craft. It crosses over where the temple would have been.”

“Oh god. Lelu! Grace!” Max cried out, with him and the monstergirls running as fast as they could towards the ascending pathway.

*****

Amidst a few dusty banks of haze that floated near the cliffs of the mountain, a small rumble was heard from a pile of rocks before a girl’s hand managed to push through from the other side. Shoving aside the rubble and loose stones, Grace coughed a few times as she crawled out of the hole with dust covering her. The elf pushed aside a few more stones before slumping against the rocks while groaning with a weary look on her face. From behind her, Lelu had to crawl forward on her legs to slip through the narrow opening, the centaur coughing as well while she managed to pull herself out of the hole and stand next to Grace.

“Fucking hell,” Grace grunted, slowly getting onto her feet. She stumbled aside before being caught by Lelu, the centaur holding her upright while using her other hand to cover her mouth as she coughed again. The two took a moment to regain their senses before noticing that they were standing at the edge of an abrupt cliff, with the sight of the foreign craft resting at the base of the mountain further below them.

“Oh dear lord,” Lelu breathed out, looking around in disbelief at seeing nothing remaining of the temple they had been brought to that day. “It’s all… gone.”

“We’re lucky that small corner of the basement didn’t collapse on us,” Grace said with a cough. “And even more fucking lucky we weren’t buried in there. Goddammit, what the hell is that thing anyway? Where did it come from?”

“I have no idea,” Lelu softly said. She glanced to Grace who returned the look before she lowered her head in remorse. “Um… thank you, for pushing me to safety. It hurt like hell hitting the bottom of the stairs, but it was a far better choice than being killed by that thing crashing on top of us.”

“Well, look at the bright side,” Grace said, waving in front of them. “There are no more stairs to give you any trouble now. Besides, I didn’t exactly hate having to do that to you.”

“I figured as much,” Lelu said, shaking her head slowly. She then cringed as she lowered down on her legs, with her front right one twitching as she held a hand to it. Grace watched her with a troubled grimace before ruffling her hair to get the dust out.

“Sorry. I… wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

“You did what you had to,” Lelu reasoned. “There was no time for me to take it slow with going down those infernal things. I’m just sorry I got in the way for everyone. Our guardians… they shouldn’t have lost their lives like that. It’s all my fault they died.”

“It’s not your fault that fucking piece of shit dropped on us,” Grace said, glaring at the craft. “Whatever that thing is, it’s to blame for those women dying like that.”

“But still… now what do we do?” Lelu asked, looking around nervously. She slowly stood upright with her sore leg twitching beneath her. Grace searched the area before she helped the centaur stand by holding her around the waist, the two slowly walking off to the side along a small ledge next to the drop-off in front of them.

“There’s no sense staying here anymore,” Grace reasoned, struggling to help hold the centaur upright. “Let’s head back to Shadow’s Refuge. Hopefully there’s still a path down the mountain we can take.”

“What about Arial? She’ll be waiting for us,” Lelu worried.

“Look, I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to wait around here with that weird thing down there beneath us. Something fucked up is happening here and I don’t want to get involved. Hopefully Max talked her down from coming after us, otherwise… we might be screwed.”

“It certainly does seem like somebody up there has it out for us,” Lelu remarked, glancing back at the destroyed mountainside.

*****

High in the sky near the crash site, Valentina flew through the air towards the mountains while sharply observing her surroundings. She saw the locals gathering near the craft while a few more of its lights flickered with some going out, she could make out harpies flying down and landing around the vessel while a few watchers and trolls were beginning to carefully approach the ship, and glancing behind her she could see a young snow angel flying towards her with frozen claws formed and eyes glaring at her target.

“Stupid brat,” Valentina bitterly said. Halting in her flight, she turned to face the approaching snow angel while holding her hand out. With a flash of golden light, she manifested her giant sledgehammer weapon, twirling it once overhead before holding it down at her side.

“Alright, kid. You want to do this? Fine with me. Let’s go!” she shouted while tensing up. Arial soared towards her with specks of frost trailing in her frozen wing’s wake, with the warm glow of Valentina’s wings brightening as she showed a vicious glare towards the little monstergirl.

*****

Inside the Aurora, a few pixies were hovering near a sleek medical bed with Lucy lying atop it, the copycat having a bandage wrapped around her head with a small red bloodstain while she appeared to be sleeping quietly. A pixie looked her over with an empathetic frown before checking what was written on a glowing monitor near the bed.

“The poor girl was lucky she had her safety harness on,” the pixie said, slowly shaking her head. “Otherwise she might have gotten more than a nasty bump on the head. Other than that, she appears to be fine. Update command deck on her status and then assist with the Aurora’s repairs. I’ll continue watching the captain.”

“Right away,” a pixie said before she and her friend flew over to a small console in the wall. She pressed a button on it that lit up with a blue light before speaking. “This is the medical bay. Captain Lucy is stable and recovering from her injury. An attendant will be watching for any changes in her condition. The rest of us will report to any nearby station that needs our help.”

“Copy that,” a girl’s voice spoke back. “We will inform First Officer Ira at once. In the meantime, please report to-”

Without warning the voice cut out as sharp crackling static came from the speaker. The pixies looked to each other in puzzlement before a piercing screech blasted in their ears, causing all the little monstergirls to scream while holding their heads. Their wings twitched and fluxed with ripples of light going through the segments as they slowly lowered in the air. With one last agonizing shriek, the pixies vanished in flickers of cube-shaped light. The engravings along the walls near the ceiling that pulsated with blue light began flashing before switching to a dark orange color. From the room and hallways, the faint whisper of the static screech could be heard while warning alarms began to go off.

In the command deck, Ira and her crew cried out in pain from the noise that hit them suddenly and powerfully. The pixies screamed before dissolving away, with the same ominous lights and alarms happening in the cabin as well as all throughout the ship. All the blue engravings that ran along the walls near the ceiling in every hall and chamber shifted to dark orange, while not a single pixie was seen or heard anywhere in the entire vessel.

Outside the ship, every monstergirl, human boy, and even angel, that were close to the Aurora also heard the same piercing screech erupt in their ears. Everyone staggered while being blinded by the noise that pierced their heads and caused their thoughts to suddenly start racing uncontrollably. Harpies dropped from the sky screaming, watchers staggered atop their feet as they tried to keep standing while being paralyzed by the painful noise, and high in the air two angels faltered in their flight before regaining themselves as the same deafening sound struck them.

“I knew it,” Valentina hissed, glancing back towards the ship. “I knew that fucking bitch would come after this thing and show herself.”

“What was that?” Arial grunted, holding a hand to her head as she could still hear a faint echoing static noise in her ears. Shaking her head, she then noticed Valentina was gone, with the snow angel quickly looking around to seeing nobody anywhere nearby in the sky.

“What? Where did she go?”

“AH! What just happened?” Max groaned, climbing back onto his feet. Shaking his head, the boy tried to gather his thoughts while feeling his head hurting. A faint echo of noise came and went in his ears, something he shook off before he realized something.

“What the… where did everyone go?” he cried out, seeing that he was now alone with all the monstergirls nearby having vanished.

“Max?” Bermuda shouted, skittering around in circles as she started to panic. “Anyone? Hey, where did you all go? What’s happening?”

“What the fuck was that?” Grace shouted, the elf holding her head while hunched over on the ground. Taking a few slow breaths, she got up onto her feet while rubbing her ear as a strange sound kept poking at her now and again. Shaking it off, she looked around before jumping in surprise.

“Lelu? Hey! Lelu? Lelu!” she shouted as the centaur was nowhere to be seen.

“Grace?” Lelu called out, stumbling to the side while holding her head before she regained her balance. She looked around before shouting the elf’s name again while seeing no trace of her anywhere.

Slowly all the watchwomen in the area began calling out each other’s names, none of them seeing anyone nearby or hearing each other’s voices, despite all of them being right next to each other just as they had been before. Nobody was seen in their eyes and their ears only picked up an eerie silence with the occasional whisper of disturbing noise. What they did see, however, was the world around them appeared to have grown darker, with visibility having reduced so much that Shadow’s Refuge and even the village of Red Peak with its burning fires were barely seen now.

“What’s going on?” Max worried. “Where is everyone?”

“Max?” Bermuda yelled. “Max! Please, answer me! Max!”

“Something isn’t right,” Grace fretted, rubbing her ear with a grimace. “Fuck. What the hell is going on?”

“Grace? Please say something! Grace!” Lelu cried out in a panic.

“No!” Ira shouted, banging her fist on a monitor filled with static. She, along with dozens of other pixies, hovered in midair inside a narrow corridor of sleek white metal with neon orange engravings running across the walls. Flashing red lights pulsated throughout the passageway that didn’t appear to have an up or down, as adjacent hallways branched off in all directions with pixies flying through them in straight, rigid movements.

“What happened?” another pixie exclaimed. “Why were we sent back here?”

“What was that noise?” a pixie complained, rubbing her ears.

“No! Dammit, no!” Ira yelled, bashing buttons on the terminal next to her before she shouted in frustration. “We’re locked out. We’re locked out of the outside world!”

“Locked out? But how?”

“What could have done this?”

“We have to get back out there! Hurry!” a pixie declared, zipping over to another terminal in the wall. Many others rushed to nearby consoles and frantically tried pushing buttons, however nothing happened while all the screens showed only static in them.

“Oh my Creator,” a pixie feared. “Every port is locked. I can’t open anything to the outside world. I can’t even get a visual of what’s happening in the ship.”

“How could the entire ship be locked down like this?” another demanded. “That’s not possible!”

“We’re trapped,” Ira softly said. Hovering back from the terminal, she looked around in disbelief at seeing every pixie nearby freaking out while bathed in orange and red lights. “We’re trapped here.”

“Ma’am!” a pixie said, flying up to her. “I checked the ship’s logs. That sound that hit us before we were sent back, it was a jamming signal.”

“A jamming signal?” Ira questioned. “That’s what hit us?”

“Yes. But, um…” the pixie worried. “It wasn’t a normal jamming wave. The energy pattern was… different than standard interference waves. It was… really strange.”

“Strange how?” Ira asked.

“The wave pattern, it was high delta and zeta. Category five.”

Ira slowly looked back to the monitor filled with static.

“Ma’am,” the pixie cautioned her. “The Aurora wasn’t struck with a standard jamming signal. We were hit with a psionic pulse. One that was strong enough to disable us in the outside world.”

“It must be the one who struck us out of the breach,” Ira reasoned. “Now the ship is completely defenseless. Wait… oh no, the captain.”

“Psionic waves won’t just interfere with the Aurora’s systems,” the pixie worried. “They would have a strong effect on brainwaves of anyone hit by it. They could cause any number of strange symptoms for the victims.”

“Which means…” Ira feared before she started hitting the terminal again, doing so more hastily and with rising concern as the screen only showed static. “Lucy! Lucy! Oh Creator, you need to wake up, Lucy! You’re not alone out there! That thing followed us! It’s here, Lucy! It’s here!”

Outside the ship, Max quickly spun around in circles as he failed to spot anyone from Shadow’s Refuge nearby, the world around him being dark and causing a sense of rising dread within the boy.

“What the heck is happening? Where did they all go?” he quietly asked. Coming to a stop, he then heard something that caught his attention.

“What is that?” Bermuda nervously said, looking up as the sound of steel scraping together echoed in the air.

“This isn’t right,” a harpy worried, nervously searching the sky for the sound as it appeared to pass by overhead now and again.

“I sense a dark presence nearby,” a watcher cautioned, raising her hands and erecting a spellbase of glowing violet light.

“What the fuck is doing that?” Grace said through gritted teeth, the elf’s nocturnal sight being unable to see far out into the surrounding darkness while her hearing easily picked up the sounds of metal scraping together in the air.

“Max. Please, I need you. Max!” Lelu sobbed, slumping back against a boulder as she fearfully looked around at the sky.

Max quickly searched the sky for the mysterious sound. He could hear it passing by in the air, it’s ominous metallic scratching echoing overhead again and again. However, after one more pass, it then stopped entirely. What followed was complete silence, with only the sound of his shaky breathing being heard as the world appeared to fall eerily quiet.

“Hello?” he called out. “Is anyone out there? Hello?”

A troll in a white tunic slowly looked around the area while remaining on alert. She waved her torch one way then another as she tried peering through the darkness, her other hand clutching a sword tightly in its grip. With a twitch of her ear, she looked down to see a large beetle crawling along the dirt towards her, the insect snapping its mandibles while letting off a hissing sound. The troll scoffed and stomped the bug into the dirt, pushing it down with her foot before stepping back. She then spotted another beetle scurrying through the grass near her, and then another, and then another.

She stomped a few and stabbed another with her sword, the woman then gasping as hundreds of the beetles began spilling out from holes in the dirt beneath her. The insects swarmed her body, crawling up her legs and underneath her skirt, all with the troll screaming as she dropped her torch and sword and frantically tried swatting them off her. In mere seconds the insects covered her from head to toe, causing the troll to stumble aside and drop to the ground where she rolled about wildly.

“What the fuck? Get off me! Get off!” she screamed. To her horror, she then saw the beetles digging into her flesh and literally crawling inside her chest and arms, prompting the troll to shriek as she desperately tried clawing at them.

“No! Get off me! Stop! Help! Help me!” she wailed while trying to rip the beetles off her. The woman started panicking more and more, desperately clawing and tearing open large wounds all over her body as she struggled to get the bugs off her.

“NOOOO!” the troll screamed with blood coming out of her mouth, the woman literally ripping herself apart while lying on the ground, with not a single insect actually anywhere on her. However, in her eyes, all she could see were the beetles digging into her body, something she tried to stop by tearing herself open and spilling her blood all across the ground.

“No! NOOO! Sto… stop… stop it! No… get… off… me,” she weakly groaned, her eyes rolling back in her head as she collapsed with handfuls of gore she had ripped out of her own chest. The troll twitched one last time before her eyes went out of focus, her last breath being made as she died by her own hands. Of course, she wasn’t the only one to suffer such a dire fate.

“AHHHH!” a harpy screamed, flying frantically through the air while looking behind her in fright. She saw a large demonic bird chasing her with its giant mouth opened to show multiple snapping worms reaching out for the screaming woman. The demon’s eyes were pulsating with worms poking out of them, its wings decaying with feathers falling off, and its long tail had spikes that swayed behind in its flight.

“What is that thing?” the harpy cried out. “What’s happening? Help me! Someone help me!”

She flew wildly through the darkened sky, with the mountain range appearing to be moving with shadowy creatures running through it. The harpy screamed as the demon bird chased her around in the air, right before she slammed into a rocky cliff with a bone-breaking crack. The woman dropped to the ground with a broken neck and a fractured skull, her body tumbling along the rocks before finally stopping to reveal her face frozen in shock.

“NO!” another harpy shrieked, flying quickly up into the air. Looking back, she saw what could only be described as a monster made of three harpies melded together, with the freakish bird’s three heads groaning with wide eyes locked onto their prey, wings that flapped from all sides and kept it flying erratically after the frightened woman, and a long tail with spiked barbs that whipped wildly behind it.

“Coooome baaaaack,” the three heads wailed, their mouths having blood and drool coming from them as they snapped their teeth.

“What in Eden are you?” the harpy screamed in fright. She was chased by the flying abomination all through the air, with the woman frantically trying to get away as she flew higher and higher. Her world then began spinning, literally, as the mountains started to grow and stretch out in odd angles. The cliffsides began reaching out with rocky spires and what appeared to be giant eyeballs forming from the rocks, with the harpy freezing in horror as the mountain started to turn into a nightmarish monstrosity that reached out towards her.

“AHHHHHH! What’s happening?” she cried out. Her world became blurred as both the mountain and flying abominations closed in on her, with the woman shaking her head before flying away from them in a panic. With everything appearing to be spinning around her, the woman lost all sense of direction, her fearful eyes quickly moving from the flying monster, to the mountain monster, and then to the ground that she immediately slammed into. With a sharp impact, the harpy crashed headfirst into the dirt, her spine breaking instantly while her legs bent in different directions from the forceful stop.

“Get away!” a goblin cried out, swinging her sword wildly as she saw snakes, snakes with snakes growing out of them, and snakes with snakes coming out of their mouths, all slithering and hissing towards her. The monstergirl screamed as she dropped to the ground and thrashed about while they swarmed her, with her sword being used to swing at the serpents that only resulted in slashing her own body. After hacking and slicing herself to fatal effect, the goblin dropped dead while a harpy was shrieking as she frantically pressed herself against the ground nearby. To her, she was trying to get hundreds of scorpions off her body. In reality, she was only scraping the flesh off her entire frontside and gradually bleeding to death in her hysteria.

All around the Aurora, the watchwomen could be heard screaming in terror, each of them falling victim to dreadful hallucinations that led to inadvertently committing suicide.

As a watcher ripped out her own innards thinking it was a monstrous weasel trying to burrow into her, the woman dropped dead beside Max who was staring in wonder at what was in front of him.

“Max,” Mika said, with Mae and Milly by her sides as they approached the boy from the darkness. The three girls had gentle smiles on their faces, with Max feeling his breath taken away in his relief of seeing them again.

“Mika. Milly. Mae,” he said, a smile forming on his face as he stepped towards them, only to then come to an immediate stop. His sisters began to show devious smiles towards him, their ears growing into large cat ears while feline tails slinked out from behind them. Their eyes turned yellow and bestial, fangs grew in their mouths, and their fingers formed large claws that they flexed at their sides.

“No,” Max breathed out in horror, stepping back.

“We missed you, Max,” Mae taunted in a dark tone.

“Let’s play together, Max,” Milly chuckled with a wild look in her eye.

“Come, Max. Join us,” Mika growled, herself and her sisters then growing into large monstrosities with longer arms and legs, protruding teeth, and eyes that began to glow red. The three monsters roared while snarling with vicious smiles at Max, the boy trembling fearfully as he nervously stepped away.

“This time you won’t get away!” the three sisters yelled before laughing wildly.

“Mother?” Bermuda breathed out, staring in disbelief at seeing her late mother slowly skittering towards her from the darkness. Lylyian displayed a gentle smile at her daughter, her hair flowing freely behind her while her arms reached out for the stunned girl.

“Bermuda, my dear child,” Lylyian softly spoke.

“Mother. Is it… really you?” Bermuda whimpered with tears forming.

“Bermuda,” Lylyian said, her expression then changing to a solemn one as she rested her hands on Bermuda’s shoulders. “My dear… child.”

“Mother?” Bermuda worried, seeing her mother now glaring at her.

“You… killed me, Bermuda,” she scorned, shocking the girl. “You let me die. You let me die, Bermuda.”

“What?” Bermuda breathed out. “What are you saying? I… I didn’t do that. I didn’t…”

“If it wasn’t for you, I would have lived,” Lylyian growled, her body beginning to grow larger while her hands became bigger with sharper nails. “I would have lived and could have been with my husband still. Instead you took the only antidote for that accursed disease. You stole my life from me! You let me die, Bermuda!”

“M-M-Mother?” Bermuda shakily said, watching Lylyian growing into a towering abomination with decaying arms protruding out from her abdomen and what appeared to be screaming faces pressing against the hardened carapace from underneath. Bermuda cried out in horror as she quickly backed away, watching as her mother roared while holding her arms out wide.

“You let me die, Bermuda! Now it’s your turn to feel the cold touch of death!”

“AHHHHH!” Bermuda shrieked, the arachne frantically stumbling away before she ran off as fast as she could. The young monstergirl skittered along the ground while looking back in horror as Lylyian chased after her with a ghostly howl, completely unaware that Max was sprinting alongside her in equal fright from the sight of his sisters running after him like wild animals.

“Clover?” Grace faintly said above her breath, eyes staring in surprise at seeing her idol standing before her.

“Grace,” Clover gently said, resting her hands on the girl’s shoulders. “I’ve finally found you.”

“Clover? Is it really you?” Grace shakily said. “I thought… I thought you were dead. Sivil said…”

“No, I’m very much alive, Grace,” Clover said, then showed the girl a dull glare. “Unlike your mother who died alone thanks to you.”

“What?” Grace breathed out in shock. Clover smirked before turning the girl around, with Grace now facing the cliffside that appeared to have smoke and cinders coming from below. Looking down, Grace gasped as she saw her mother lying in a crevice at the base of the cliff, the woman’s mangled body having blood all over it while her empty eyes were gazing up at her stunned daughter.

“Mom,” Grace squeaked.

“She misses you,” Clover solemnly said. “You were supposed to die with her, but you left her to face death alone. That wasn’t very nice of you, Grace.”

“But… I… I…” Grace uttered.

“You should go to her,” Clover urged with a dark smile. “You shouldn’t let her venture into the underworld alone. She needs you. Be a good daughter and go to her.”

“Wh… what are you… saying, Clover?” Grace shakily asked.

“Go to her,” Clover spoke into her ear, her voice and a strange echoing screech causing Grace to shudder while her eyes went out of focus for a moment. “You miss her, don’t you?”

“I do,” Grace breathed out. “I miss her… so much.”

“Then go, Grace. She’s waiting,” Clover said with a vicious glare at her. “What are you waiting for? She’s your mother, you can’t leave her alone like this. So, jump.”

Grace felt a strange surge of guilt and heartache strike her.

“Jump, Grace,” Clover ordered. “Do it.”

“Grace…” her mother weakly groaned, lifting a broken arm to shakily reach out for her daughter. “Come… Grace. Join me…”

“Mother,” Grace quietly said. “But… I… but…”

“Do it,” Clover urged. “Go to her, Grace. You know you have to. You know you want to. Don’t think about it, don’t worry about it. Just… jump.”

Grace stared with wide eyes down at her mother’s body, her mind becoming blurred as she felt conflicted about what she was hearing and seeing. Her foot twitched as she considered stepping forward off the edge, with Clover continuing to goad her into doing so with a dark look in her eyes. Shakily looking back, Grace started whining in fright as she saw Clover’s face stretching into a horrific form, the elder elf’s head then spinning all the way around her neck before her jaw opened to reveal large, sharpened teeth inside.

“Jump… now,” Clover groaned with eyes that began to bulge out of her head. “You owe it to your dear mother, Grace.”

“Oh… fuck,” Grace whimpered.

“Mother?” Lelu said in disbelief, watching as her mother slowly trotted towards her next to the cliffside.

“Lelu, there you are,” Jessa kindly said, holding a hand to her daughter’s cheek. “I’ve missed you, dear.”

“Mother… how are you… here?” Lelu breathed out with tears forming in her eyes before she quickly hugged the elder centaur. “Oh, mother! Mother! Is it really you?”

“Of course it is, Lelu,” Jessa chuckled. “I’ve come to take you with me, my darling daughter. It’s time to go.”

Showing a curious look, Lelu saw the gentle smile on her mother’s face, right before the elder centaur displayed a crazed grin with widening eyes.

“It’s time to go, Lelu.”

“Mother?” Lelu breathed out in fright.

“It’s time to go,” Jessa said again.

“Go? Go… where?”

Jessa giggled awkwardly before glancing down beside them. Lelu looked down before gasping as she saw a giant monstrosity of flesh and bones crawling up the mountainside towards them, with its massive skull having festering eyes and rotting flesh on it while it opened its wide mouth to show rows and rows of jagged teeth within.

“Time to go into its belly,” Jessa said with a twisted grin at her daughter. “You don’t want to keep it waiting for its meal, do you?”

“M-M-Meal?” Lelu shakily repeated. “What… what is that? What is that thing?”

“You want to be eaten, don’t you?” Jessa sharply asked, holding Lelu’s cheeks as she forced the girl to look at her. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? Well then, let’s share the experience together. Let’s go, my dear daughter. Let’s become this thing’s next meal together.”

“But… but we can’t,” Lelu nervously said. “No. This… this isn’t right. What’s happening?”

“Don’t argue with your mother!” Jessa shouted at her. “This is what you kept talking about all those years in Ruhelia, isn’t it? This is what you wanted, isn’t it? Don’t be ungrateful now that it’s happening, don’t you dare act like this isn’t what you dreamed about! This is what you wanted, Lelu! This is what you wanted to happen! Now show some gratitude!”

“But… I… I…” Lelu fearfully said. She looked back down to see the abomination leaning closer with its open mouth, the girl’s eyes twitching as a faint whisper of noise echoed in her head.

“You want to be eaten, don’t you?” Jessa snidely asked in her ear.

“Y… Yes,” Lelu breathed out.

“You want to serve your purpose just as all centaurs do in this world, don’t you?” Jessa asked with a cruel smile.

“I do,” Lelu softly said, nodding slowly. “I do.”

“You know all you’re good for is being eaten by another, right?” Jessa hissed.

“Yes… mother,” Lelu whimpered. “I do.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” Jessa coldly said, moving her hands to Lelu’s back. “Don’t keep it waiting. Jump, Lelu. I’ll be right behind you.”

Lelu gulped as shakily watched the abomination groaning while awaiting its meal, the centaur’s eyes going out of focus for a moment while her mother’s morbid order kept repeating in her ears. She opened her mouth to speak while looking back at her mother, her eyes then twitching as she started crying from seeing the elder centaur shifting into a decaying abomination with its flesh peeling apart.

“Time… to go… daughter,” Jessa groaned with a wide smile.

“No… mother…” Lelu whined in fright.

“Where did that traitor go?” Arial hissed, looking around in the sky with a frustrated glare. She could only see darkness in every direction, with nothing making a sound other than a strange whisper that traipsed through her ears now and again.

“She couldn’t have gotten far. I’ll find her soon enough,” Arial growled. She blinked before looking back, her eyes widening as a bright red glow appeared in the air behind her. Flying with wings of black feathers and cinders wafting from them, another angel dressed in a dark red toga dress was seen glaring at the young girl.

“You failed to complete your task,” the adult angel scorned with crimson light building in her eyes.

“But… I’m so close… to completing my mission,” Arial nervously insisted. “I can do it. Please allow me to finish my mission, ma’am.”

“You failed your mission,” the angel firmly condemned. “You were supposed to have eliminated your targets already, and yet you haven’t killed a single one. You failed, Arial. And if there’s one thing we don’t tolerate, it’s failure.”

“Please… forgive me,” Arial begged.

“There will be no forgiveness,” the angel growled, with fire lighting along her wings and back. Arial stared with wide eyes as the adult angel burst into a raging inferno, with her body’s darkened silhouette showing her glowing eyes that had bright flames coming from them.

“And there shall be no mercy for this transgression!” the fiery angel roared. “For this, you are sentenced to death!”

Arial screamed as the flaming angel grew into a monstrous beast of fire and smoke, its glowing eyes glaring deeply at the young snow angel while it brandished its fiery claws.

“Say your final prayers!” the blazing monster shouted.

Arial shook her head with a terrified scream before flying off as the flaming monster swung its hand at her. The young angel flew through the darkened sky with a frightful cry, with the fiery monster chasing her with a furious roar and flames flowing through the air in its wake.

“Forgive me! Please, I beg of you! Forgive me!” Arial cried out with tears forming in her eyes, which then froze into small bits of ice that fell off her cheeks.

Landing down on the ground near the Aurora with a hard impact, Valentina held her head with a strained growl. Her eyes were fixated in a stern glare, her wings arching up behind her and illuminating the area as she slowly stood up near the side of the Aurora.

“Not this time,” she snarled, shaking her head as the echoing noise in her ears intensified. “I’m not falling for that again.”

She glanced to see diseased snakes slithering around her body and limbs, the serpents biting her and also digging into her flesh with wriggling tails. The angel growled furiously as she shook her head, then watched as the snakes started to fade away with no markings left behind on her body.

“I’m not falling for your tricks,” the angel scorned. “This time you’re going to be the one screaming in agony. Now enough of your games! Where are you, you fucking bitch?”

Standing upright, the angel swung her weapon down at her side as she searched the surrounding area with a fierce look in her eyes. The world around her seemed to shift with this dark veil, allowing a brief glimpse of nearby monsters screaming and killing themselves before they vanished again. The noise in her ears grew louder, causing the angel to struggle as she saw larger horrific monstrosities rising from the ground around her, all of them reaching out for the angel with terrifying howls before Valentina stomped her foot hard. The ground shook, the horrors she envisioned nearby vanished, and the noise in her ears began to diminish as she used sheer willpower to block it out.

“Those tricks won’t work on me again!” she shouted out. “If you want to come after me, you’re going to have to do it yourself! Now quit hiding and show yourself, you goddamn freak!”

“Freak am I?” a woman’s voice solemnly questioned. Valentina blinked before slowly turning and looking upward. Flying through the air, metal could be heard scraping against each other in short swipes, along with a figure that soared through the darkened veil overhead before it gently touched down atop a nearby boulder. With steel talons gripping the rock, a harpy was seen that invoked a furious growl from Valentina.

“You should choose your words more carefully, little bird,” Harrow coldly spoke, her eyes having glowing white rings in them while her wings of steel slowly rested at her sides. Her skirt and loose leather straps fluttered in the wind along with her hair while her cowl remained in place over her head, the Ancient harpy’s calm expression she normally wore being a stark contrast to the ominous aura she exuded.

“Such harsh language might bring upon more… horrific consequences for you,” Harrow warned.

“I knew I would find you here,” Valentina scoffed with a bitter smirk. “I don’t know what the fuck this thing is, but it’s made out of the same shit you are, isn’t that right? I knew you would be drawn to it, there’s something about this thing that connects with you. Your wings, your feet; there’s something strange about you and it has something to do with whatever the hell this thing is, I just know it. I’m right, aren’t I, you wretched freak?”

“Again,” Harrow said, her eyes narrowing slightly at Valentina. “I do not care for your choice of words.”

“Aw, is the freak upset about being called what she is?” Valentina laughed. “Well don’t worry, you won’t be around much longer to be called that name. After I fucking smash you into the dirt and smear your goddamned brains all across the ground, I’ll find out what’s so special about this craft. It sure looks like there’s some power locked away inside it, power that I could find useful to have.”

“Foolish little bird,” Harrow scoffed. “You have no idea what it is that lies before you, nor what you bring upon yourself by insulting me as you have.”

“What are you going to do?” Valentina sneered. “I’m not falling for your mind games again. I know damn well you’re the only thing I need to kill here. Whatever else you think you can make me see, whatever you think you can scare me with, it won’t work. I won’t believe anything else other than the sight of me tearing you apart, cracking your stupid head open, and pissing inside your skull! You’re fucking dead, bitch! You hear me?”

She shot towards the harpy with flapping wings and a furious roar, closing the distance between them rapidly while winding back with her sledgehammer.

“Payback time!” Valentina shouted, swinging her hammer around and right through Harrow who vanished in a dark haze. The angel growled in frustration as she frantically searched the area for her foe, eyes finally spotting the harpy flapping her metallic wings and keeping airborne further away.

“You can’t run from me!” the angel declared, rushing towards the Ancient harpy again.

“You really think you can kill me that easily, do you?” Harrow asked, raising an eyebrow slightly. “How delusional can you possibly be?”

“I’m going to smite you into goddamn dust!” Valentina yelled, swinging her hammer at the harpy that again vanished in a cloud of haze. From the distortion, dozens of winged snakes flew out with wild hisses, swarming Valentina who thrashed about in the air before her wings swung open wide before her and swatted them away.

“You’ll have to do better than that!” she yelled in her anger. Her dark glare searched the nearby area before spotting Harrow flying in place further behind.

“As will you, little bird,” Harrow calmly quipped.

“I’m going to fucking kill you!” Valentina screamed, taking off towards the harpy again. She swung her hammer at the monster, this time with Harrow dodging and weaving around it before she swiped at the angel with her metal wing. Flapping her wings hard, Valentina shot into the air over the metallic feathers, and with a hard swing of her hammer she struck Harrow out of the sky towards the ground. The Ancient slammed into the dirt and bounced away before sliding to a halt, the stoic monster slowly sitting upright while turning to narrow her eyes at the laughing angel.

“Yeah, you fucking like that, bitch?” Valentina taunted. “Did you really think you could scare me? Ooo, you’ve got magical wings of steel, big fucking deal! All you do is use your stupid mind tricks to make others attack themselves for you, you’re nothing but a weak little coward hiding behind her illusions! Well those won’t work anymore, I can see right through them, and now I’m going to make you scream in agony before I rip your heart out with my bare hands!”

Sharply spinning her sledgehammer at her side, the angel then raced down towards the harpy who was getting back onto her feet. With a crazed smile on her face, Valentina swooped low to the ground and quickly closed the distance between them, the angel then swinging the bladed end of her sledgehammer around to take off the head of the harpy. As the blade passed through the neck of the monster, Harrow dissolved into a black haze, leaving Valentina to fly forward before touching down on the ground with a puzzled look on her face.

“What? But I… hit her… didn’t I?” she quietly asked herself. Quickly looking around in frustration, she saw images of Harrow appearing and vanishing out of the corner of her eyes as the harpy seemed to watch her with a solemn expression from all over the field.

"Dammit. The one I hit was only an illusion? This fucking bitch. Now I'm really starting to get mad."

“How pitiful,” Harrow taunted, her voice echoing among her many illusory doubles. “As if a lowly bug like yourself would actually be able to touch me, let alone hurt me. You fool; did you really think you could strike me out of the sky that easily? How sad.”

“Goddammit, I’m done playing this game of yours!” Valentina roared. “No more running away, this ends now! I’m going to smite you into fucking dust, you and everything else around here because I’ve had enough of all of you!”

With a furious scream, the angel held up her free hand as a bright light began to shine from it. The area rumbled as a massive surge of energy crackled in the air near the angel, her wings glowing heavily along with a blindingly hot light building above her in a large ball of white flames.

“You’re all dead! Every one of you! You, that fucking pint-sized brat, all those goddamned assholes in that shitty monastery; you can all go to hell for all I care! I don’t know if this weird vessel is strong enough to withstand this, but if it’s not then so be it! I’d rather wipe out everyone and everything under this mountain than deal with any more bullshit from any of you! Say your final prayers, you goddamn freak!”

She then jerked in place with a hoarse gasp as the sound of flesh being carved was heard. Blood started to leak out of her mouth, with Valentina shakily looking back to see Harrow standing behind her on one foot, the other gripping the angel’s back with the talons digging into her.

“I told you, I don’t care for that word,” Harrow said with a noticeable bite. Her talons tightened within Valentina’s body, causing the angel to spasm with a strained grunt as the magical energy she conjured began to waver and dissipate.

“Now, what was it you said before?” Harrow asked with a small smirk. “About you seeing right through my tricks?”

“Y… y… you…” Valentina stuttered while struggling to keep standing.

“Tell me, do you still believe this to be a trick of the mind?” Harrow wondered. “Is the pain you feel now not real? Is this just another one of my illusions?”

Valentina trembled atop her legs while blood ran down her back and dress, her breathing becoming strained while the Ancient harpy tilted her head slightly.

“If you still can’t figure it out, here’s a hint,” Harrow calmly said. Clutching with her steel toes, she crushed the angel’s spine with a sickening string of snaps, crumpling the woman’s body backwards around the Ancient harpy’s foot as Valentina went limp with a twitching hand. The angel dropped her sledgehammer to the ground with a heavy thump, the weapon slowly deteriorating into a golden light, with its owner’s eyes going out of focus with blood dripping from her mouth and backside.

“B… big… b-brother,” Valentina sputtered with an eye rolling back into her head. “I… l-lo… ve… you…”

The angel’s head slowly fell back while her wings lost their glow entirely. With a short laugh, Harrow flung the angel’s corpse aside where it collapsed like a twisted ragdoll, with the harpy’s cold gaze going from the motionless body to the Aurora that lay before her.

“This time I trust you won’t come back to bother me again,” she said before walking towards the craft. “Foolish little bird.”

Taking a few more steps towards the Aurora, Harrow glanced down at her foot which she shook a few times to get the blood off.

“I hate having to step on filthy bugs myself,” she muttered. Turning her glowing eyes to the Aurora, she observed the massive ship lying in front of her before glancing behind. She could hear the sounds of women screaming in terror, however they were quickly dwindling in number as most had already died from injuries self-inflicted.

“At least no more of them will come crawling in here now,” she reasoned before facing the ship again. Approaching the side of the vessel, she examined the hull carefully before spotting a sealed hatch nearby. Walking over to it, she tapped it with her wing, inspected the area around it with a calm expression, and then struck her wing through the hull’s side with a flurry of sparks and sharp screeches. Yanking out her wing, she then struck through the hull again, cutting a large tear on the side of the ship. After slicing apart the steel in a rough outline around the entryway, the Ancient harpy grabbed the door with her foot and yanked it off the side of the vessel with a few snapping pops and bright sparks.

Tossing aside the mangled door, Harrow stepped into the Aurora and observed the hallways that were lit with flashing red lights and soft orange neon glows.

“Now then,” she spoke while surveying the interior with her eyes that had sharply glowing white rings in them. “Who was it that tried to steal my master’s ship? Where are you hiding, little bug?”




Chapter 11

Fearful Hearts

In the world of Eden, there would be those who came face to face with their worst fears during their lives. Perhaps it was a haunting monster that terrified them, or maybe they felt guilty about something that festered and grew into a frightful nightmare, or it could be as simple as their own failure to accomplish a task that they tried so hard to complete. There were many things someone could be afraid of, from the common and mundane to the horrific and ghastly. Worse yet, if these fears were powerful enough to invoke true terror and agony in those poor souls, they could even twist and corrupt their reasoning on how to accept it.

For those whose hearts were filled with despair, even death would seem like a merciful choice.

*****

“Come back, little brother!” Max’s sisters yelled, the crazed feline monsters running along the ground on all fours like animals as they hounded their prey. Ahead of them Max screamed in fright as he desperately ran through the darkened field, his eyes peeking back to see the three horrific images of his sisters gaining on him.

“I’m going to love you to pieces!” Mae laughed with a deranged grin.

“Let’s play together, Max!” Milly yelled with a vicious look in her eyes.

“You can’t escape us!” Mika taunted as the three monsters closed in on him.

“Get away from me!” Max cried out, stumbling in his run. “You’re not my sisters! Help! Bermuda, someone, help me!”

Running through the field as fast as he could, Max continued calling out for help to no avail, with nobody else seen anywhere nearby. Looking back he saw the three monsters still chasing him, their horrific howls echoing through the air along with a brief whisper of the echoing screech in his ears.

“What the heck is going on?” he cried out. “Where did everyone go, and where did these monsters come from? How are they here again?”

With a quick dodge to the left he evaded Mika as she pounced at him, and then another desperate lunge to the right kept him out of Milly’s hands as she swiped at him with a feral roar. Glancing to the side he saw Mae sprinting alongside him, the girl yowling with a vicious look in her eyes before she tried tackling the boy. Jumping into a roll along the ground, he dodged the monster as she passed by, and then promptly tripped and dropped down face first onto the dirt.

Looking back, he saw the monsters rushing up around him, a terrified scream escaping his mouth as he tried crawling away. As he did, his hand came across a bloodied double-sided axe, still in the hand of a troll that lay eviscerated by the blade on the ground in a pool of blood. With only the axe being visible in his eyes as it appeared to meld into form from the darkness, he quickly grabbed and pulled it closer to him.

“Oh no you don’t!” Mika laughed, grabbing the handle and pulling away from him. The two yanked it back and forth before Milly and Mae took hold of Max from behind, each of them grabbing the handle as well as they all tried taking it from him. Max screamed as they staggered around together, with the axe being yanked back and forth between him and Mika. In reality, it was only him holding onto the weapon, with its bloodied blade swinging through the air as it came close to his face and away again while the boy shook it about all by himself with unfocused eyes.

“Get away from me!” Max yelled, swinging the blade towards Mika before he struggled to pull it back from her.

“Be careful, little brother!” Mae teased, grabbing his arm and also his crotch. “You don’t want to hurt yourself with that thing, hahaha!”

“Like you have the guts to use it on us anyway!” Milly laughed, licking his ear while groping him. “Go ahead and try, you can’t turn a blade onto your dear sisters, haha!”

“Let go of it now, or else!” Mika taunted, watching with a wide smile as she and Max yanked the axe back and forth, with the blade going towards her face before back near his.

Max screamed as he felt two of the monsters sliding their hands down under his shirt and pants, their laughter and lustful purrs matching that of Mika’s as she shook her head with a growing smile at the boy.

“Last chance!” Mika warned. “Give it to me, or else you’ll be sorry! Hahahaha!”

“Get back! Get back or else… or else I’ll…” Max shouted, his breathing heavy as his world started to spin and turn darker. With Milly and Mae holding onto him while burying their faces in front of his pants, Max struggled to pry the axe away from Mika who only laughed wildly as the blade jerked back and forth between them at a faster pace.

“Or else you’ll what?” Mika playfully teased. As Max pulled the axe back again, the blade stopped right in front of his nose, the boy feeling his arms trembling as he struggled to keep the weapon away from the monster. With one more tug upon it from Mika, Max prepared to throw all his weight into yanking it back, something the three monsters watched with growing smiles.

“Say bye-bye, little brother,” Mae and Milly playfully taunted.

Max yelled out in desperation while pulling back on the handle with both hands as hard as he could. In doing so, the axe sliced through the air towards the boy, right at the same time Max’s foot tripped on the fallen troll’s hand he was standing over. With his feet flying out from under him, Max dropped back onto the dead troll with a yelp while throwing the axe over him, narrowly missing the blade that whizzed by in front of his face. A painful impact was felt on the back of his head as it hit the troll’s mouth and protruding tusks, electing a sharp yell from Max as his world went dark for a moment.

“AH! Wha… what was that?” he said, shaking his head while holding his hands behind it. The echoing screech in his ears faded to a faint whisper, his world turning blurry with the darkness slowly receding around him. Shaking off the pain, the boy quickly looked around in confusion, with the three monstrous images of his sisters having vanished now. Instead, Max saw everything else around him that brought a stunned look across his face, that being the ravaged corpses of trolls, watchers, goblins, and harpies strewn across the field.

“What… what the heck?” Max cried out. He blinked before looking down to seeing he was sitting atop a troll that had been split open with a look of shock frozen on her face. Screaming in a panic, Max scrambled onto his feet and backed away from the fallen monster, his eyes shakily going around at seeing the other watchwomen having met similar grisly fates.

“Oh my god… what happened here? Everyone… everyone’s dead! What in Eden happened? And… and those monsters that chased me… where did they go? What… what’s going on?”

It was then he heard Bermuda’s frightful cry, something he tried to locate as her voice echoed through the air.

“Bermuda? Bermuda!” he called out before quickly running off in search of the arachne.

“No!” Bermuda screamed, holding her hands out towards her mother, the elder arachne slowly skittering closer to her while having grown into a nightmarish abomination. Decaying arms were protruding from her hardened carapace along with the sight of tortured faces pressing up against them from inside the monster. Her arms and fingers had grown larger along with her nails, while her face was twisted and distorted with eyes that were bulging out of her head.

“YOU KILLED ME, BERMUDA!” Lylyian howled while walking off-balance towards the terrified young arachne. Bermuda was frozen in place as her feet wouldn’t respond in fear of the towering monster, the trembling girl slowly raising her hands towards the haunting visage of her late mother.

“No, stay back,” she breathed out with wide eyes. “You’re not… you’re not my mother. You can’t be…”

She began channeling swirling wisps of violet light into her hands while crackling arcs of electricity zapped around them. Slowly, each hand formed spinning balls of chaotic energy that howled while siphoning energy into them.

“How dare you!” Lylyian scorned, stomping her feet down close to Bermuda. “How dare you turn your magic towards your OWN MOTHER! You’re a TERRIBLE DAUGHTER!”

“I’m sorry,” Bermuda whimpered. “Please… I don’t want… to do this. Please don’t… come any closer…”

“You let me die, and you don’t even care!”

“Of course I do!” Bermuda cried out with tears forming. “I never wanted you to die, mother! I love you! I always have! I never wanted you to leave me and father, I’ve missed you every single second that you’ve been gone ever since that horrible day! I never wanted you to become like this, I never wanted your soul to become angry and vengeful. I mean it!”

“Liar!” Lylyian howled at her.

“It’s true! I love you, mother! I love you more than I could ever say! I would do anything for you! I would do anything to help your soul find peace! It’s breaking my heart seeing you like this! Please, what can I do to make it right between us? I don’t want you to hate me, I don’t want you to haunt me like this, I don’t want this to be our fate!”

“If that’s true!” Lylyian roared, then reached down and grabbed hold of Bermuda’s arms. The young arachne yelped as the monster snarled at her before Lylyian slowly moved the girl’s hands to face towards her head.

“Then give your LIFE for me, Bermuda!”

“W-W-What?” Bermuda uttered, staring with wide eyes at seeing her magical attacks aimed at her face now.

“Show me how sorry you are for killing me! Show me you’re truly remorseful for taking me away from your father! Show me, Bermuda, that you would give your own life for my soul to find peace!”

“But… mother,” Bermuda whimpered.

“Do it, Bermuda!” Lylyian ordered, with two more images of her appearing behind Bermuda and leaning down close to her.

“Show me how sorry you are!”

“Show me you mean it when you say you will do anything for me!”

“Show me you care if my soul finds peace now that I’m dead!”

“You stole my life, now give up yours in penance for it!”

“Do it, Bermuda! Do it!”

“Unleash your power and say you’re sorry to your dear old mother!”

Bermuda started breathing shakily while a terrible screech started to bore into her head, her eyes going out of focus as the world became darker all around. The three haunting images of Lylyian continued shouting at her, cursing her, ordering her to take her own life in atonement, all of which began to grow overwhelming to the young arachne. Her hands flinched as the magical spheres of chaotic energy crackled in her palms, snaps and small bolts of lightning spouting off them and zapping the ground and narrowly missing her head as Bermuda started to cry while showing a mournful expression.

“You… you want me to kill myself?” she whimpered. “Would that… really make you happy in death?”

“YES!” the three monsters yelled at her. “DO IT! DO IT FOR YOUR MOTHER!”

Bermuda closed her eyes as she felt her heart breaking, her thoughts becoming blurred as the horrible noise in her ears started to block out everything other than Lylyian’s words. With nothing else in her mind except her mother’s morbid order, Bermuda slowly opened her eyes to show a hollow look in them while a few tears ran down her cheeks.

“I love you… mother,” she wept before trembling. “I… I… I’m sorry… I really am. Please… don’t hate me… anymore…”

Bracing herself with closed eyes, she began to clench her fingers as her magic started rumbling with a surge of power. The three images of Lylyian howled and laughed as Bermuda prepared to fire her magic at herself.

“For you… mother,” Bermuda softly said.

“Bermuda!” Max yelled, with the arachne’s hands suddenly being grabbed and held away to either side as he leapt against the spider. Bermuda stumbled back and dropped onto her abdomen while firing her magical attacks, the howling spheres of energy shooting into the air before exploding high above with tremendous force and thunderous booms.

“Bermuda!” Max said again, shaking the arachne who appeared to be in a trance. The girl jumped and shook her head before turning to him in surprise, seeing Max holding her arms apart while standing before her.

“Wha… huh… who…?” she quietly asked.

“What were you doing?” Max shouted at her. “Were you really going to blow yourself up just now? What’s come over you?”

“I… I…” Bermuda shakily said, then cringed as the noise in her ears started to intensify. She looked at Max with a strained expression before noticing something past him that made her scream in terror.

“No! I’m sorry, mother! I’m sorry!” she cried out. Max looked back with a puzzled eye, seeing nothing behind him at all, then started shaking the arachne as she was apparently freaking out from what she was seeing.

“Bermuda! Get ahold of yourself! There’s nobody there, there’s nobody behind me! You need to snap out of it!”

“I’m sorry, mother! I’ll make it up to you, I swear I will! Please don’t be mad at me! I’ll do what you ask, I’ll do it! Please forgive me, mother!”

“Bermuda!” Max shouted, shaking the girl who started flailing her arms wildly against him. “It’s me, Max! You have to snap out of it! There’s nothing behind me, there’s nobody there! Whatever you’re seeing, it’s not real! It’s not real, Bermuda!”

With the spider screaming for her life and beginning to channel her howling storm balls in her hands again, Max shook her for a moment longer before quickly pulling her close and hugging the girl with a hand held to the back of her head.

“Bermuda, stop it, please!” Max yelled, this time getting the arachne to halt in her hysteria. “Don’t do it, Bermuda! Whatever you’re being told to do, don’t do it! Please, you have to fight it! It’s not real, do you hear me? Whatever horrible thing you’re seeing right now, it’s not real! Please listen to me, Bermuda!”

“M… Max?” Bermuda softly said.

“Please don’t hurt yourself, Bermuda!” Max begged. “Don’t do it! Don’t listen to whatever is haunting you now, don’t let it win! There’s nobody else here, it’s just you and me. I’m here, Bermuda, I’m real, and I’m telling you it’s okay. You don’t have to be afraid. You don’t have to be afraid.”

“Max,” Bermuda whimpered, recalling her magic as she started to cry. She quickly held him tightly while burying her face in his shoulder. “Max… I… I’m so scared. I don’t understand… I don’t know how but… my mother… my mother is here and… she’s… telling me to…”

“She’s not here, Bermuda,” Max insisted. “It’s not real. It’s just a hallucination. I was hallucinating too. I thought my sisters were here, and then they turned into monsters, and they tried to rape me, and… I thought I was going to die. But they weren’t real. None of these horrors are real.”

Holding her head, Max turned her gaze to match his while leaning close to her face, forcing the girl to see him showing a forced smile of reassurance while she tenderly held onto his arms.

“It’s all fake, Bermuda. We’re just seeing things. Things that are trying to scare us to death. But they’re not real. Your mother isn’t here. She’s resting peacefully in the afterlife after she chose to die so you could live. She gave her life for you, Bermuda, because she wanted you to live. And so do I. I don’t want to lose you, I never want to lose you in my life. So please, don’t ever point your magic at yourself again like that, you hear me?”

“I do,” Bermuda whimpered with a small smile. “Thank you, Max, for saving me from myself.”

Max smirked at her before hugging her close, with the arachne holding onto him while closing her eyes.

“Something is making us see these terrible things,” Max said, glancing around carefully. “And it’s not just us. The others from Shadow’s Refuge… they must have seen something awful too.”

“What do you mean?” Bermuda worried.

“They’re dead, Bermuda,” he said, with the arachne leaning back with a gasp. “They’re… all dead. I don’t know what happened to them, we were all running together towards the mountain trail before… before that strange noise hit us. And after that…”

“We started going crazy,” Bermuda realized.

“It must have driven them mad with fear too,” Max reasoned. “I think… I think they killed themselves from what they were seeing. Just like you were about to do.”

“My mother… or, whatever that was… that monster that looked like her… she told me to kill myself,” Bermuda recalled with a frown. “I felt so scared… and… guilty. My heart… broke apart from her words. I was so frightened, so confused… that I almost did what she said. I almost… oh god. Thank you, Max, for saving me. If you hadn’t stopped me just then… I would have actually done it.”

“Come on,” Max said, pulling the arachne’s hands as they got onto their feet. “We need to find Lelu and Grace, and fast. If they are still alive, they might be affected by whatever happened to us too. And if that’s true, they might…”

“They might try to kill themselves,” Bermuda said in fear. “Oh no. We need to hurry, let’s go.”

The two started running towards the mountain trail, with the echoing noise again being heard in their ears.

“Max!” Bermuda cried out, seeing horrific monsters of disfigured trolls and decaying harpies closing in on them from all sides with ghostly howls.

“They’re not real!” Max shouted, holding her hand tightly and leading the way for them. In his eyes he saw giant abominations of monsters melded together shambling towards them with haunting groans. “Whatever you see that’s trying to scare you, don’t let it! That sound is making us see these things, it’s all trick!”

“It’s all a trick,” Bermuda nervously told herself, watching as the twisted monsters came closer to them. “It’s all a trick. It’s all a trick. It’s all a trick! Max!”

“Just stay close to me and don’t let go of my hand, Bermuda!” Max ordered, running forward with her. The two screamed as the monsters lunged towards them with outstretched hands, all of them phasing right through them like ghosts as Max and Bermuda ran by. Looking behind her, Bermuda saw the terrifying specters having vanished, a relieved smile coming across her face as she turned to Max. He glanced back to her and nodded before they raced forward to the nearby mountain trail that came into view.

“That’s the way up to them?” Max asked.

“Yes, that path will take us to the mountainside temple, or at least where it was,” Bermuda worried. “I just hope we’re not too late in finding them. If they hear that strange noise too…”

“Just focus on keeping your wits about you,” Max said, showing a determined look. “I have no idea what we’re going to see next, but we can’t let it stop us. We’re going to find them, and we’re going to bring them back down safely.”

“Max…” Bermuda quietly said.

“I won’t lose any of you,” Max firmly swore. “I’m not going to lose any of you tonight. I won’t allow it. No matter what happens, I’m not letting any of you go.”

Bermuda felt Max holding her hand securely, her fingers slowly gripping him as well as she showed a small smile. The two ran up along the trail while the eerie noise in their ears continued to come and go.

And with it, the darkness that slowly closed in on them again, as it became clear their nightmares were far from over that night.

*****

“Jump, Grace,” the monstrous form of Clover snarled. Holding the young elf’s shoulders from behind, she continued pushing a dark and fearful thought into the girl’s mind. Grace nervously glanced back to her while her world faded out and slowly back in, eyes going out of focus as she felt a painful spike in her heart. Looking down over the cliff’s edge, she saw her mother’s mangled body reaching out for her, pleading for her to jump down to her while giant skeletal hands began protruding through the ground around her.

“Do it, Lelu,” Jessa snarled, shaking Lelu by the shoulders as she stood beside the young centaur. Lelu stared with wide eyes at the monstrous abomination that was hanging on the cliffside below her, its giant mouth opened wide and causing Lelu’s mind to go blank with eyes going out of focus. The centaur’s front leg twitched as she felt the sudden urge to leap forward, her heart feeling heavy while in her mind a grating screech was numbing her thoughts.

“Mother,” Grace sniveled, slowly shaking her head.

“Please… stop,” Lelu breathed out, twitching at first before showing a strained look as her mother’s haunting image continued goading her into jumping to her death.

“What are you waiting for?” Clover groaned, her tongue slithering down out of her mouth and against Grace’s cheek. The young elf cringed before the tongue spiked itself through her head, going through one ear and out the other while Grace started uttering nonsense as her mind went completely blank. Only her idol’s morbid order and her mother’s ghostly moans managed to reach her, causing her to start to cry as her foot slowly moved towards the cliff’s edge.

“It’s time for it to eat,” Jessa said with a dark smile. She gently brushed her daughter’s hair before jamming her hand and fingers into the back of the girl’s head, causing Lelu to twitch while everything in her mind suddenly vanished except for her mother’s request. The centaur’s legs trembled while the girl mumbled in a slurred voice, her eyes appearing hollow and empty just like Grace’s.

“Jump,” Clover ordered.

“Do it,” Jessa commanded.

“O… o… okay…” Grace managed to get out. “If… I must…”

“If… you say… so… mother,” Lelu groaned. In their minds a horrible screech echoed loudly, prompting an overwhelming sense of terror and despair to take hold. Only the words of Clover and Jessa gave their fearful minds any sense of ease, with the two girls now looking down over the cliffside with nervous smiles.

“I’m coming… mother,” Grace whimpered.

“Thank you… for granting… my wish,” Lelu said with an awkward giggle.

As the two girls started to step forward while holding out their arms, a loud scream suddenly grew from overhead. Unseen to Lelu and Grace, a young snow angel streaked through the air and slammed into a sliding crash behind the girls with snow and dust billowing in her wake. Arial shrieked with fear as she scrambled onto her hands and knees while in a small crater she made, the girl looking back with wide eyes to seeing a monstrous flaming angel flying towards her with a deafening howl.

“No! Please!” Arial screamed, shutting her eyes tightly. “Forgive me! Please, forgive me!”

With a heavy wail of terror from the snow angel, a wave of chilled air erupted outward from the girl, coating the area nearby with frost and snow almost instantly. Blasting by Lelu and Grace, the frozen air promptly covered their legs and backsides in frost, the sudden icy chill being felt by the girls who quickly screamed in surprise. The dark illusions in their eyes vanished as they were snapped back to reality, leaving the girls bewildered and shaken as they held themselves while shivering loudly.

“What the hell?” Grace cried out. “Fuck, that’s cold! What’s going on?”

“What was that?” Lelu whined, holding her arms around herself as she struggled to fight off the chill. Looking down in front of them, the two girls realized they were an inch from going off the cliff, something they both screamed in shock from as they hastily scrambled back before dropping to the ground. They looked to each other in surprise before turning to see Arial holding her head as she continued to scream in fright while hunched over on her knees.

“What the fuck? Is that Arial?” Grace exclaimed. “You’ve got to be kidding me! How did she find us?”

“I don’t know, I have no idea!” Lelu cried out. “I don’t even know if that’s really her or not! I don’t know what I’m seeing anymore! Oh god, what was that just now? What… what was I doing? Was that real? Or… was that a dream? I’m so confused. I’m so confused!”

“Please forgive me!” Arial begged, holding out her hands as she seemed to be bowing in remorse towards the side of the trail. “Please, I’m sorry! I tried, I really did! Please don’t execute me!”

“Wh… what the?” Lelu slowly said. “What is she talking about? And who is she talking to?”

“What the hell?” Grace carefully questioned.

“Please don’t burn me! I’m begging you!” Arial sobbed. “I can still complete my mission, I promise I can! Just give me one more chance, just one more! Please, please don’t execute me, ma’am!”

“Burn her?” Lelu repeated. She looked around in puzzlement before turning to Grace. “What’s going to burn her?”

Grace looked back towards the cliff next to them then to Arial with a sharp eye, the elf slowly getting onto her feet as she brushed the frost off her tunic.

“Lelu, did you hear that loud noise earlier?” she asked, glancing to the centaur. “After I heard it, you just disappeared.”

“Yeah, I heard it,” Lelu said, getting onto her feet and shaking the frost off her backside. “It came out of nowhere and… it really hurt my head. Afterwards, you were gone. You were gone, and… and then I saw…”

Looking down, she showed a troubled frown.

“My mother. And… a giant monster. It was… it was all so… wrong… and scary.”

“I saw my mom too,” Grace replied, getting a surprised look from Lelu. “I saw my dead mom at the bottom of the cliff. And I saw Clover. Right next to me. But… it wasn’t her. She turned into a horrible creature. And… and then… they said things to me. Really… messed up things.”

“Same with me,” Lelu realized. “They wanted me to… kill myself.”

“You too?” Grace breathed out. “That’s what they were telling me to do as well. What the fuck? What’s going on? Why is this happening to us?”

“I don’t know. But it looks like it’s happening to her too,” Lelu said, with both of them seeing Arial screaming while staring in fright at something right before her. Only there wasn’t anything there, despite the angel holding her hands together in a pleading manner towards whatever she thought she saw as the young girl appeared scared out of her mind from it.

“Please… please give me one more chance,” Arial whimpered. “I promise I’ll complete my mission. I won’t fail. I won’t fail you, I swear it.”

“You have already failed, Arial,” the flaming angel scorned, the monster standing before Arial with the surrounding area lighting ablaze. The snow angel shakily looked around to seeing fire burning everywhere nearby, her unfocused eyes then returning to the fiery elder who pointed at her.

“But, if you wish to atone for your sins in the eyes of your lord, then you may try with a proper tribute.”

“Anything. I’ll do anything you ask,” Arial wept. “What must I do to be forgiven?”

“Kill yourself,” the angel ordered, shocking Arial. “Take your life in the name of your lord and show us all how sorry you truly are for failing us.”

“But… but…” Arial whimpered.

“No buts! Do this if you wish to die with honor, if you wish for your mother not to speak of you with condemnation! If you truly wish to be a real angel like us, then you will do as you are told, and you will not question your orders! Am I clear?”

Arial trembled while staring at the monster with wide eyes, her gaze slowly moving down to her hands that she shakily held in front of herself.

“If that… is your command,” she breathed out. “Then I will obey. I will… not dishonor myself nor my mother. I will do as you command.”

“What is she saying?” Lelu asked.

“Something about obeying her command?” Grace said, scratching her head. “I don’t know. She’s speaking nonsense if you ask me.”

Holding her hands out before her, Arial closed her eyes while a freezing wind began to blow around her. Ice started to form in her hands before taking shape as she grabbed hold of it. Lelu and Grace watched carefully before hopping with a startle as they saw the snow angel holding a small sword of ice. Arial looked at the blade with a whimper before turning it around to aim at her heart, the angel lifting her gaze towards the heavens with an empty-eyed stare as she could only see raging fires swirling around herself and drawing closer.

“Forgive me,” she softly said.

“Oh my word,” Lelu breathed out in surprise. “Is she really going to kill herself?”

“I’d say there’s a pretty good chance,” Grace agreed, nodding quickly.

“Do it. Now,” the flaming angel ordered with a dark smile.

Arial slowly nodded then prepared to thrust the blade into herself with a small whimper.

“Arial, stop!” Lelu shouted, racing towards the angel. She ran over and held the girl from behind. “Don’t do it, Arial! Stop! Stop!”

With a shaky breath, Arial’s eyes slowly glanced back to the centaur, with Lelu seeing the hollow look in them as the angel’s hands trembled while holding her sword.

“Don’t do it, Arial! Don’t kill yourself!” Lelu yelled, shaking her head. “Snap out of it! You’re seeing things, it’s not real, none of it is real!”

Arial’s eyes widened as she saw an angel holding onto her from behind, the woman’s hair lighting ablaze as she glared with fiery eyes at the trembling girl.

“You have your orders!” the woman’s voice boomed. “Give your life in the name of your lord, right now! Don’t you dare disobey your elders! Do it right now!”

“Yes, ma’am!” Arial cried out in fear. “As you command!”

“No! Don’t do it!” Lelu begged, grabbing Arial’s arms. Using all her strength, she was unable to budge the angel in the slightest while Arial shut her eyes and screamed in terror. “Arial! Stop! Please don’t do it! For crying out loud, how are you this strong anyway? I can’t even move you an inch! That’s not fair! Arial! Arial!”

“God fucking dammit!” Grace yelled, holding a large rock overhead that she struggled with keeping above her. The elf swung the heavy stone down onto Arial’s arms and sword, knocking them down slightly and angling the blade at the ground just as the snow angel drove it towards herself. The blade struck into the dirt between her legs with a sharp thrust while Grace dropped back onto her rear beside them.

“Arial, wake up!” Lelu screamed into the angel’s ear. With a sharp gasp, Arial froze as she stared at the rock that was resting on her arms. After a moment, she slowly looked back to Lelu as the centaur held her close while calling out her name.

“Y… you,” Arial breathed out. “What… what are you…”

“Don’t do it, Arial!” Lelu pleaded. “Don’t kill yourself, please! You’re just seeing things, that’s all it is! You don’t have to kill yourself, you don’t have to do it!”

“Lelu?” Arial said, with the centaur noticing the angel staring at her in puzzlement. Arial looked over to see Grace watching her with a frustrated grimace then down at the sword she had driven into the ground before her.

“What… what’s going on?”

“What’s going on?” Grace snapped, stumbling onto her feet. “What’s going on? I’ll tell you what’s going on. We’re struggling not to lose our fucking minds out here, that’s what’s going on! First that giant bird-shaped thing just drops out of the sky and almost crushes us to death, then some goddamned noise blasts our ears and gives us a fucking headache, and then we’re seeing every fucked-up thing imaginable out here that makes no goddamned sense! We saw our dead moms trying to scare the shit out of us, I saw my idol as a fucking horror from the depths of hell, and then we almost witnessed an angel killing herself right in front of us!”

Arial stared at her with a solemn expression before looking back to Lelu who was nodding at her.

“We were seeing horrible things,” the centaur explained. “They were… terrifying… confusing… and they… they almost made us take our own lives. It looked like it was happening to you too.”

“It wasn’t… real?” Arial said, looking around. All the fires and flaming angels appeared to have vanished, however the area remained surrounded with an ominous darkness that kept visibility low. “I… I saw them. The elders. They… were mad at me. They told me to…”

“Kill yourself,” Lelu guessed, with Arial turning to her with a glimmer of wonder. “That’s what happened to us too. My own mother… my dead mother… came back and… was trying to push me into doing just that.”

She looked at the frost that was still on her fur and the ground before smiling a little at the angel.

“But you snapped us out of it. That rush of cold air and snow, that was from you, wasn’t it? Because of you, we managed to get our senses back before we did something really stupid.”

“I saved you from death?” Arial questioned. Lelu nodded to that, to which Arial showed a dull expression from. “Great. The elders are sure to be angry with me now.”

“Sorry,” Lelu replied with a remorseful frown.

“Why did you save me anyway?” Arial asked. “You know I came here to kill you, right?”

“Even so… I couldn’t just watch you kill yourself, Arial,” Lelu softly replied. “Angel or not, I couldn’t sit by and watch a frightened girl commit suicide in front of my eyes.”

“We’re not the heartless ones who want young girls to die,” Grace added. “That’s you and your fucking elders above who came here looking for that shit. We’re better than that.”

Tossing the heavy rock off her arms, Arial got back onto her feet while holding her frozen sword. She glanced to the blade with a raised eyebrow before looking between the centaur and elf that had nervous frowns now.

“Please don’t kill us,” Lelu begged. “Please, Arial.”

“We saved your life, you owe us,” Grace reminded her.

“Were it not for the promise I made to Max, I would follow through with my mission despite that fact,” Arial dryly said. Shaking her head, she tossed the frozen sword over the cliffside, something Grace and Lelu watched before turning to her in wonder. “Still, a promise is a promise. I am an angel of my word, and I will honor what I said to him.”

“Max? You talked with Max?” Lelu asked.

“So you’re not going to kill us now?” Grace hoped.

“Not until tomorrow night,” Arial said, with Lelu and Grace jumping in surprise. “I promised to wait one day before carrying out my orders. You have until nightfall tomorrow before I do what must be done.”

“One day?” Lelu repeated in dismay. “That’s it? You’re only going to give us one more day to live?”

“What is your problem?” Grace shouted at the angel. “Why are you coming after us, aren’t there other people out there you can go murder? You know, ones that actually deserve to fucking die? I know of a whole shit-ton of those horsefuckers you can go crazy on, it would be a real blessing for me and Lelu if you go and send all of those demons to hell where they belong.”

The three girls then cringed as the blaring screech in their heads returned, causing them all to stagger with Grace dropping to her knees while Arial tried covering her ears to no effect. Lelu dropped onto her legs beside them as she held her head with a painful whine, herself and the girls slowly turning to each other with strained looks before they showed sheer terror at what was surrounding them.

“Oh my god,” Lelu breathed out, watching as decaying zombies were literally crawling along and out of the cliffs and ground while howling at her. As they snapped and clawed at her, the centaur screamed while frantically backing away from them towards Arial.

“No, not again,” Grace said while struggling to force a brave face. In her eyes she saw colossal harpies with worms growing out of their faces and bodies suddenly coming into view all around, the monstrous giants staring at her with bloodshot eyes as they were perched on the nearby mountain slope while a few were seen flapping their wings to keep airborne near the cliffside trail.

“Where did that come from?” Arial said, staring with wide eyes as she saw a drider stomping down into the cliffs above and below them, the towering monster’s human half bending all the way downward underneath its body while its head rotated to keep the angel in its sights. The monster’s hair lit ablaze along with its hands as it roared at the trembling girl beneath her.

“No! Stay back! Get away from me!” Lelu shrieked as all the girls huddled close together.

“It’s not real!” Grace shouted. “It’s not real, remember? Don’t let it scare you! Don’t let anything you see scare you!”

“How do you know it’s not real? Because it looks real to me!”

“It’s all an illusion, it has to be! This can’t be real!”

“It can’t be real,” Arial nervously repeated. “It’s not real. It can’t be real. It… looks real though. It really looks real!”

“It’s not real!” Grace snapped. “I just told you that! Don’t let it scare you!”

“What if it is real?” Lelu fretted. “What if it’s real this time?”

“Then we’re totally fucked!” Grace screamed, with all the girls crying out in terror as everything they saw surrounding them drew closer. The three girls huddled close to each other back-to-back, all of them witnessing twisted horrors approaching from all sides while the screeching in their ears began to blur their minds.

“What do we do now?” Lelu cried out.

“How should I know?” Grace yelled.

“Make it stop!” Arial shouted, covering her ears.

“Wait, I have an idea!” Lelu exclaimed. Grace looked to see Lelu giggling as she showed excitement. “I know how to make it stop! It’s so obvious!”

“How?” Grace demanded. “What are we supposed to do?”

“We kill ourselves,” Lelu said, turning to her with a crazed smile.

“What?” Grace breathed out in shock.

“We kill ourselves,” Arial repeated, lowering her hands and showing a gentle smile on her face. “Of course. That’s how.”

“What are you talking about?” Grace cried out. “Are you fucking serious?”

“Grace?” Lelu nervously said, seeing the elf and snow angel staring at her with wild looks in their eyes. “What… did you just say?”

“I said, we kill ourselves,” Grace chuckled through her teeth. “That’s how we can make it all stop.”

“It’s the only way,” Arial agreed. “We have to do it.”

“What?” Lelu whimpered. “Kill… ourselves?”

“Are you serious?” Arial softly asked in confusion, seeing the centaur and elf watching her with wide smiles on their faces. “Why would you want to do that? I thought you wanted to live and not die.”

“It’s the only way out of this nightmare,” Lelu said, her eyes rolling back in her head before she turned her twitching smile towards the cliffside. “The only way to wake up.”

“This has to be a dream,” Grace agreed, giggling. “It has to be. None of this can be real. We’re just having a bad dream.”

“A bad… dream?” Lelu nervously said, watching as Grace and Arial nodded at her with eerie grins.

“It’s the only explanation,” Grace reasoned. “We’re having a nightmare. A really bad nightmare.”

“If we kill ourselves,” Arial softly said. “We’ll wake up. It’ll all end.”

“Is that… really what’s happening?” Grace said, twitching with a strained look as the screech in her ears intensified. “This is all just a dream?”

“It’s all bad dream,” Lelu drearily said.

“None of this is real,” Arial droned.

“If we kill ourselves, we’ll wake up,” Grace groaned with empty eyes.

“If we die, the nightmare will end,” Lelu said with the same hollow look in her eyes.

“We need to die. We need to die,” Arial said in a trance.

“Of course. Why didn’t I see it before?” Grace said while twitching.

The three girls trembled and continued speaking morbidly while the horrors around them began to swirl and meld together into a nightmarish whirlwind. In their ears they heard words of reassurance from the other two girls that suicide was the only way out along with the echoing, grating screech that continued to dull their senses.

“I need to die,” Lelu said, turning to face the cliff. “Max is waiting for me to wake up.”

“This nightmare ends now,” Grace murmured, doing the same. “I want to see Max again.”

“To hell with this accursed dream,” Arial said, forming another sword of ice in her hands. She spun the blade around and held the end towards her heart while Grace and Lelu stepped up to the cliff’s edge.

“NO!” Max yelled out, his voice echoing against the mountainside. He and Bermuda were staring in shock at the three girls that had come into view as they rounded the bend on the cliffside pathway, with the sight of Lelu and Grace about to walk off the edge while Arial was poised to pierce her own heart with a sword of ice.

“Oh god, don’t do it!” Bermuda cried out.

“Max, I’m waking up now,” Lelu said, stepping forward.

“I’m coming, Max,” Grace giggled as she did so as well.

“Time to wake up,” Arial declared, closing her eyes.

“Lelu! Grace! Arial!” Max shouted out.

A bright flash of light streaked across the mountainside along with a wild crackling sound, something that raced past Max as a jagged bolt of electrical energy towards the girls. The snapping bolt flew through the air and struck the three girls while also dancing along the ground with its blistering light, jolting the three out of their trance with surprised screams as they trembled from the surge before it quickly dissipated.

Max stared with wide eyes as Lelu and Grace wavered atop their feet, their hair being extended out with electrical arcs buzzing through the locks before slowly dropping back down, and their eyes rolling in their heads as the screeching noise in their ears was now replaced with a low hum. Arial was frozen in place with a stunned look on her face and hair that also gradually dropped back down from sticking straight up a moment ago.

Turning to the side, Max saw Bermuda holding a hand out towards the girls which had sparking arcs of energy snapping around the fingers, with the arachne clenching her fist that shook a little before she quickly waved her hand sharply to the side. A brunt force of magical energy struck Lelu and Grace from the front, knocking them back into a stumble before they dropped to the ground with slight twitching and weary murmuring.

“Bermuda?” Max wondered.

“It’s okay,” Bermuda said, slowly relaxing her hand. “I held back with my power. They’ll be alright. I just… it was all I could think of to stop them.”

Max stared at her in speechless awe for a moment before snapping to his senses, the boy and the arachne then quickly racing towards the three girls nearby.

“Lelu! Grace! Arial!” Max called out. “Are you okay? Say something!”

“I can’t feel… my face,” Lelu weakly said.

“What… the fuck… was that?” Grace mumbled while twitching.

Arial slowly looked to the sword she was holding before noticing Max and Bermuda running up to them.

“Is this still part of the dream?” she softly asked.

Rushing over to Lelu and Grace, Max dropped to his knees and held the girls’ hands as they slowly gathered their senses.

“Lelu, Grace, are you okay? Say something, anything.”

“M… Max?” Lelu wearily asked.

“Max? Is that… really you?” Grace said, shaking her head in a daze.

“You’re both still alive. Thank god,” Max said in relief, smiling at the girls who slowly sat up while staring at him in wonder. “I was so worried I might have lost you. Are you two alright?”

“Max?” Lelu breathed out.

“This is… real, right?” Grace asked, looking at Max’s hand that was holding hers.

“I’m real, girls,” Max said with a small laugh. “I’m really here. I’m just thankful you’re really here too.”

The two girls blinked before quickly leaping forth to embrace the boy, with Grace hugging his chest while Lelu held the boy with his head sinking into her bosom.

“Max!” they both cried out while holding him close, with Max slowly falling back onto the ground as the girls tightly held him.

“They’re okay, they’re still okay,” Bermuda breathed out in relief. “It’s a miracle.”

“That’s not the word the elders used regarding their continued living,” Arial dryly mentioned.

“Max!” Lelu sobbed loudly. “Oh, Max! Please don’t let this be another dream! Please let this be real!”

“I was so scared I would never see you again!” Grace wailed. “Everything has been going to fucking hell out here, you have no idea!”

“I have a rough idea,” Max replied. The two girls leaned back and allowed him to sit up, both still clinging to him as he then took his turn to hold them in his arms. “You’re both okay, I’m so glad. I was so worried about you when that weird craft crashed into the mountain, I thought I lost you.”

“We were all worried we lost you,” Bermuda added, skittering up next to them. “It’s good to see you’re both still in one piece. What happened with you two? And where are your guardians?”

“Oh, them,” Lelu worried with a frown. “They… they didn’t make it. When that thing crashed into the mountain it was coming right for us.”

“The watchers got us into the basement of the temple before it hit,” Grace remorsefully said. “But… they didn’t make it with us. We managed to dig out of the rubble to see that… everything was gone. Including them.”

“Oh. I see,” Bermuda sadly said. “Those poor women. Dammit, why is all of this happening? What is that thing anyway, and what’s with all the horrible hallucinations we’re having?”

“Horrible hallucinations?” Lelu repeated. “Wait, you mean you’ve been seeing things too?”

“It’s not just us that’s been seeing really fucked up shit?” Grace asked as they all got back onto their feet. “Because we’ve been seeing some really fucked up shit tonight. Like… super fucked up.”

“We have too,” Max agreed. “And not just us. The watchwomen from Shadow’s Refuge that came out with us, they must have seen horrible things as well. They… killed themselves because of it.”

“They did?” Lelu feared.

“I almost did too,” Bermuda shamefully admitted. “I saw… something terrible, and it messed with my head so much that… that I almost… I almost killed myself. But Max stopped me, he saved my life.”

“We were worried you girls might have been seeing things too,” Max said.

“Oh, we were seeing some things alright,” Grace confirmed with a knowing look being shared with Lelu. “Some really bad things.”

“What’s going on?” Lelu asked. “Why is this happening to us? Is it because of that thing that fell out of the sky?”

“It has to be,” Grace asserted. “All of this fucking bullshit happened the moment that thing came down on us. Whatever it is, that thing is to blame for all the terrible events happening tonight.”

“That could be true,” Bermuda reasoned. “But we don’t know for sure what it is or if it’s responsible. We didn’t start going crazy when it was flying through the air or even after it hit the bottom of the mountain and came to a stop. The horrible visions started to happen to us afterwards when we got close to it.”

With a strained grunt, Max held his head as the echoing noise in his ears intensified.

“Max?” Lelu worried. “Are you alright?”

“The noise,” Max groaned. “It’s coming back.”

“I hear it too,” Grace said, rubbing her ears. “Oh god, we’re about to freak out, aren’t we? It’s happening again.”

“Just try to push it out of your head,” Bermuda insisted. “We know the nightmares we’re seeing aren’t real. Don’t let whatever you see scare you.”

“Max, I don’t like this,” Lelu whimpered, moving forward and holding onto the boy.

“It’s going to be okay,” Max promised, holding her with one arm. Grace rushed forward and hugged him close again, burying her face in his shoulder, while Bermuda latched onto his other side with him holding her around her waist too.

“Oh god. Oh fuck. Oh fuck!” Grace screamed, seeing shadows with glowing eyes drawing closer from all around in the darkness.

“Max! Max!” Lelu shrieked as she saw decaying arachne skittering towards them with vicious howls.

“It’s not real, remember?” Bermuda cried out, seeing oozing tentacles of blood and torn flesh sprouting from below and swaying closer to them. “It’s not real! It’s not real! Somebody please tell me it’s not real!”

“It’s just a hallucination, nothing more!” Max shouted, shutting his eyes. “Close your eyes, don’t let it scare you! Whatever you’re seeing, it’s not real! There’s nothing here that can hurt us! Don’t believe what the noise is making you see!”

All four of them slowly lowered down together while shutting their eyes with strained expressions as the screeching noise grew louder in their ears. Along with it, they started to hear voices echoing around them, along with what sounded to be monstrous snarling and growling getting closer.

“What do we do now? What do we do?” Lelu screamed. “Oh god, what is that? I hear something!”

“Something’s right next to us!” Grace yelled, shaking her head. “I can hear it! I know there is! There’s really something there this time!”

“No there isn’t, no there isn’t!” Bermuda argued. “Max is right, it’s just a hallucination! The sound is making us see and hear things! Don’t let it scare you!”

“Why is this happening to us? Make it stop!” Lelu sobbed.

“It’s on me! Something’s touching me!” Grace exclaimed.

“That’s just me!” Bermuda shot back. “That’s my arm and my hand, Grace, and I don’t feel anything on you! It’s all in your head, remember?”

“Max, if we don’t make it, I want you to know I love you more than anything!” Lelu cried with tears leaking out. “You mean the world to me, Max! You’re my everything!”

“I love you too, Max!” Grace wailed, nuzzling her head against his shoulder. “I really do! I’m sorry for everything, I’m sorry for being such a bitch to you! Please believe me, Max! I love you with all my heart! It’s the truth!”

“As long as we’re all being honest before we die, I also love you, Max!” Bermuda declared while holding onto him tightly. “You’re more than a friend to me, you’re so much more than that! You’re so kind, and caring, and hardworking, and compassionate, and so goddamn sexy without your shirt on while you’re doing physical labor; it’s all your fault for being so desirable that I fell in love with you!”

“Girls,” Max softly said, feeling all three holding him closely while crying as they heard ghostly voices and frightening sounds growing louder around them. With one arm holding Lelu close, the other Bermuda, and with Grace hugging him tightly from the front, Max felt the terror and fear that was etching into his mind from the ominous noise lifting.

As it did, he saw images of the three girls flash before his eyes, from their smiles, their laughter, the way each of them had embraced him, how each of them declared their love to him, and how each of them brought forth the same feeling from within.

From picturing Lelu galloping gracefully through the fields with her hair flowing behind and breasts bouncing forth, to Grace’s poise and focus as she took aim with her arrow that she fired in the courtyard, and Bermuda channeling her powerful magic overhead with her hair fluttering behind and a serene look on her face; and how each of them always turned to smile at him, with Lelu’s being loving and affectionate, Grace showing a cool and slightly embarrassed grin as she blushed from seeing him watching her, and Bermuda who always beamed at him with a heartwarming expression most wouldn’t imagine an arachne could ever display.

'They make me so happy. They make me feel so alive. They mean so much to me. I've never felt anything this strong before. Even though we're of different races... I feel closer to them than I ever imagined possible. I need them... I need them in my life. I can't lose them. No! I can't let it end this way. I can't let them be taken away from me like this. I have to protect them. I have to protect them. I have to be strong and protect them!'

"Max! Help!" Lelu cried out with eyes shut tight.

"What do we do?" Grace screamed.

"Make it stop!" Bermuda wailed.

“AHHHHHHH!” Arial screamed, a blast of chilled air erupting away from her and hitting Max and the girls who jumped with a startle. They shivered heavily from the freezing wind before turning to see the angel on her knees while holding her head as she shrieked with wide, unfocused eyes. The angel shook about before she started swinging her ice claws wildly in the air away from the group.

“Arial?” Max wondered.

“Oh my god, that's so cold,” Lelu whined.

“Does she always have to do that?” Grace asked while shaking.

"The visions... they stopped," Bermuda noticed, slowly looking around while trembling.

Arial screamed as she envisioned large nagas with flaming hair and blazing scales on their tails slithering through the dirt and hissing at her. The angel swung her ice claws frantically at the fiery monsters that kept trying to get near, all of them laughing at the angel as they dove into the dirt and emerged closer to the girl that they reached out for. Without warning, one of the nagas latched onto Arial from behind, with fire seen in her eyes and spreading along the monster’s arms.

“Get away from me!” Arial heavily roared, thrashing about before she slammed her icy fists onto the ground. The entire overlook shook while the images of the nagas in the angel’s eyes wavered, something that went unnoticed by Arial as she spun around in her hysteria with the naga holding onto her flying off her back and onto the dirt.

“I’ve had enough of this!” Arial yelled, raising her fists again. “Go away already!”

With a mighty slam down atop the naga she saw, the monster vanished as the overlook started shaking more with cracks etching across the ground.

“Arial, stop!” Max shouted, stumbling about with the girls.

“There’s nothing there, you’re seeing things!” Lelu called out.

“Knock it off, girl!” Grace yelled at the angel.

“Um, are you seeing what I'm seeing?” Bermuda feared as she watched the ground starting to crack apart and rupture around them.

“Oh no,” Max worried as the overlook they were on shifted with a loud rumble.

“This isn’t another scary vision, is it?” Lelu nervously asked.

“I hope it is,” Grace feared as the ground under them started to sway and lean towards the cliff. “Because if it isn’t, I think we’re in serious trouble.”

“I think you might be right!” Bermuda screamed before the slab of rock they and Arial were on broke loose and dropped down from the cliffside. While Arial screamed from the frightening vision she was having, Max and the girls were screaming behind her for an entirely different reason.

“Hang on!” Max shouted, with all three girls holding onto him out of fright as they watched the chunk of rock they were on sliding down the mountain while a cascading wave of debris was rolling after them. Steep crags and rocky spires raced by on either side of them as Max and the girls screamed while their ride bounced and trembled from the rough ride down the mountain. Ahead of them was the Aurora, with the rear of the ship partially buried in rubble from its crash-landing resting at the base of the slope.

“Oh fuck, we’re going to crash into that thing!” Grace cried out.

“Max!” Lelu screamed, holding him close with his head again being pressed into her soft bosom.

“Everyone hold on tight!” Bermuda called out as they held onto each other.

As the slab of stone under them neared the bottom of the slope, it clipped the uneven ground and skewed to the side, turning them away from one of the broken thrusters that had sparks and fire burning inside it, and towards a rear entrance that was visible on the ship. Although the bay doors ahead of them, if opened properly, looked like they would have provided enough room for their ride to enter the ship without issue, at the moment they were only partially open, with one of them being mangled and lifted upward in its bent state. This was immediately noticed by Max who quickly shouted the only thing that came to mind.

“Oh god, get down!” he ordered, grabbing Grace and pulling her over onto the stone beside her. Lelu quickly pressed herself as low to the rocky sled as she could while Bermuda had to lunge down with her human half and hug the rock while pressing her abdomen as low to it as she could. Looking back, Max saw Arial sitting upright while facing away from them, the angel shaking her head with loud screaming while her hair flew wildly around her.

“Arial, watch out!” Max shouted, with the girls turning to see the angel flailing her ice claws in her hysteria. Without pause the rock slid right into the opening, with sparks razing by as the sides of their stone sled scraped against the metal frame of the entryway. Before he could say another word, Max watched as the broken door raced by over them, narrowly missing the group, before striking Arial in the head with a loud clang with twisted debris breaking off it.

“Arial!” Lelu cried out.

Pausing for a moment, Arial then turned to them as the group watched her in silence while their rocky sled was careening through a damaged hallway with red lights flashing around them. The angel’s hair fluttered behind her while she displayed her usual stoic expression.

“Oh. I was seeing things again, wasn’t I?” Arial plainly asked.

“How fucking strong are angels anyway?” Grace questioned in disbelief.

After a few more heavy bounces, the rock under them broke through the floor with sparks and steel debris being plowed away underneath. Everyone except for Arial screamed as the slab of stone dropped down a level into another hallway, with broken metal beams and weirdly glowing crystal shards falling around them.

With a loud impact, the rock came to a crashing halt onto the floor of the lower level with dust and smoke billowing around it, leaving Max and the girls who weren’t super powerful angels shaken and stunned as they slowly came to terms with what just happened and that they were somehow still alive afterwards. Arial merely looked around at the hallway that had flashing red lights going off in it with what seemed to be mild curiosity on her part, while Max and the girls struggled to catch their breath as they continued holding onto each other with what they believed to be their lives flashing before their eyes.

“Are we… still alive?” Lelu breathed out.

“I think so,” Max slowly reasoned.

“That was… crazy,” Grace shakily said.

“I have to agree with you on that one,” Bermuda said with a stunned look on her face.

Arial gazed at their surroundings with a blank look for a moment before turning to the group and casually brushing a few strands of hair away from her eyes.

“Is this a hallucination too? Or is this real? I honestly can’t tell.”




Chapter 12

Scared to Death

There were many things in the world of Eden that invoked real terror. Some were simple enough to overcome, others could paralyze out of sheer fright, and there were even those that were so horrific and traumatic to face, that they could cause real pain, psychological breakdowns, and possibly even death. Sometimes these fears were justified, emanating from a truly dark and malevolent source worthy of caution. Other times there was no actual danger, and it was all in their head to begin with.

Of course, just because it was in their head didn't always mean they would be safe from it.

*****

Hopping off the cracked slab of rock they had rode into the Aurora, Arial slowly looked around at the surroundings while bathed in orange and flashing red lights. Warning alarms were buzzing throughout the corridors, dust was slowly settling from their unconventional way of boarding the ship, a few broken panels on the walls had sparks and smoke coming from behind them, and eerie hissing and tapping sounds could be heard echoing through small pipes running through the ceiling.

“This is a strange place,” Arial commented. “I wonder if Valentina is hiding somewhere within this thing. If so, it shall soon become her tomb.”

Looking back over her shoulder, she raised an eyebrow in question as the rest of her group didn’t seem as interested in what was around them, or even where they were, but rather they had just one thing on their mind.

“Are you okay, Max?” Lelu cried out, holding the boy face first in her chest. “You’re not hurt, are you? Oh, Max, I was so scared!”

“Stop suffocating him in those giant globs of fat!” Grace yelled as she struggled to pull Max free from the centaur’s iron grip with her arms holding him around his neck. “Let him breathe, goddammit! Max! Don’t worry, I’ll save you!”

“Both of you need to stop crowding him!” Bermuda scolded, the arachne trying to pull Max free from both of them as she anxiously skittered side to side. “Lelu, stop killing him with your boobs! Grace, stop trying to rip his head off! You’re both going to be the end of him if you don’t knock it off!”

A bright flash and explosion erupted above them in the hole they had made over the hallway, with Max and the girls screaming and ducking low as flames and smoke flew by overhead. As Arial stared with wide eyes at where the fires had raced by above her while trembling slightly, Max and the three girls atop the stone slab were once again lying low against it while watching the smoke and occasional flurry of sparks moving through the opening.

With his head freed from Lelu’s soft, oxygen depriving bosom, Max slowly sat up while taking a moment to examine where they now were. The three girls around him did the same before turning to him again, with the boy taking a calming breath before noticing the worried looks they had.

“Is everyone okay?” he asked, with them slowly nodding as they remained silent. Turning to Arial, he saw the angel nodding at him as well. “Good. I’d say it’s a miracle we’re still in one piece after that.”

“Where are we?” Lelu wondered.

“I think we’re… inside whatever crashed into the mountain,” Grace carefully said.

“What is this thing anyway?” Bermuda asked as they got off the rock. Tapping the floor with her leg, the arachne looked around quizzically at the corridor while Max walked over to a sign on the wall that was softly glowing. The strange letters on it only brought a confused look to his face while the girls showed equal puzzlement and concern for their surroundings.

“Where did this thing come from?” Max quietly wondered. “Who built it?”

“It’s gigantic,” Bermuda commented. “And yet it flew through the sky like a bird somehow. I’ve never seen such magic before.”

“Why is it making those sounds?” Lelu worried, looking around nervously. “And the lights, it all seems so disturbing and scary. I don’t like it here.”

Max had a curious yet cautious expression as he started to walk around while the girls did the same, all of them examining their strange surroundings before the hall shook with an explosion erupting in the broken ceiling. Everyone but the angel staggered atop their feet from the corridor shaking, with a panel on the wall behind Arial suddenly rupturing with sparks and flames blasting out.

“AHHHH!” Arial screamed as she stumbled forward, the flames searing her wings and causing a few feathers to melt while the sparks sizzled against her skin and dress.

“Arial!” Max exclaimed, watching in shock as the girl dropped to the ground with smoke coming from her backside. He quickly ran over and knelt beside the angel, taking hold of her hand and seeing the pained look on her face as she struggled to move while whimpering.

“Oh my gosh, are you okay? Say something!” Max urged.

A loud rumble was heard before small bits of debris dropped out of the hole in the ceiling, with Max looking up in surprise to see fire flowing towards them along with broken metal beams crashing down amidst the flames.

“Look out!” Max shouted, grabbing Arial and lunging aside with the girl in his arms. Lelu, Grace, and Bermuda screamed as they quickly backed away from the metal beams and broken pipes crashing into the hall with flames and smoke coming out of the ceiling.

“Max!” Lelu cried out. She and the girls kept close together near an open doorway as they saw small pieces of broken metal falling against a wall of debris that separated them from the boy and the angel.

“Oh fuck, are you alright? Max!” Grace called over.

“Max! Arial! Say something!” Bermuda shouted, with the girls trying to see through the mess to where Max was getting back atop his feet on the other side. The boy was holding Arial upright next to him with his arm going around her waist and hers around his neck, with the angel groaning weakly with a dazed look in her eyes while Max coughed and tried waving away the smoke that was in front of them.

“We’re okay!” he called back. “We’re alive! Oh crap, that was close. Are you okay, Arial?”

“Too… hot…” Arial panted before cringing. “That really… hurt.”

“Arial,” Max worried. Shaking his head, he looked around at seeing them separated from the group now. “Damn, this is not good. Hey, are you girls okay?”

“We’re fine,” Bermuda said. A loud pop with sparks erupted from a nearby glowing panel next to the door, causing the girls to scream and huddle close together. “We’re okay, but I don’t think this thing is. Everything seems to be falling apart in here.”

“What do we do now? Max!” Lelu cried out.

“We have to regroup,” Max replied. “Just stick together and find someplace safe. We’ll try to find a way around to you.”

Suddenly everyone cringed as the piercing screech came back in their ears, with Max furiously shaking his head before feeling Arial holding him tightly as she whimpered with eyes shut tight.

“Oh fuck, it’s happening again!” Grace exclaimed, holding her hands over her ears.

“Oh no, not now. Not in here,” Bermuda feared.

“It’s coming back,” Lelu whined. “The horrible visions are coming back! Max, I’m scared! Please help! Please!”

“Listen to me!” Max called over. “We know they’re just illusions, we know what we’ve been seeing isn’t real! Don’t let it scare you, you’re going to be okay!”

“And just how the fuck are we supposed to do that?” Grace questioned. “We’ve been seeing all sorts of horrible, fucked-up shit tonight! And we have no idea what could be lurking inside this strange place, how can we know what we’re seeing isn’t something that’s actually in here with us?”

“Fire!” Arial screamed with wide eyes. Max watched the angel panicking and holding him close while shaking fearfully as she was looking around at the floor. “Fire! No, get me out of here! Get me out!”

“Arial, stop!” Max ordered, shaking the girl and startling her. “There is no fire around us! We’re fine, we’re perfectly fine! You’re just seeing things!”

“But… but… I am?” Arial worried, holding a hand over her face. “But I see fire… I smell smoke… the heat… it’s real, it has to be. It’s real!”

“No it isn’t!” Max argued, turning her head to face him. The girl looked into his eyes with fear seen in hers, hands shakily holding onto him as he held the girl close. “I’m right here with you, and there’s nothing else around us. There’s no fire, there’s no smoke, there’s nothing that’s going to hurt you. You’re okay, do you hear me? You’re okay now. I promise, I won’t let you get burned. Okay?”

“O… Okay,” Arial shakily said. “If… you say so.”

“We need to find a way around to meet up again,” Max called over to the others, with Arial holding onto him and burying her face in his shoulder while murmuring to herself. “Try to stay calm and watch each other’s backs. Don’t let the scary visions get to you, it’s all in your head.”

“But what if we see something that’s actually in here with us?” Lelu feared. “There’s no telling what could be lying in wait for us around any corner.”

“We don’t have a choice but to move forward, Lelu,” Bermuda reasoned. “We can’t just stay here. Max is right, everything we’ve been seeing that’s tried to frighten us hasn’t been real. We need to keep our wits about us and try to regroup with Max and Arial.”

“Let’s get going then,” Grace ordered, waving them on. “I don’t know about you, but I want to get the fuck out of here as soon as possible. Max, we’ll meet up with you soon, just… just stay alive for me, okay? If you die from a damned hallucination in here, I’ll kick your fucking ass.”

“What she means is please be careful,” Bermuda mentioned. “Both of you.”

“We still have a lot to discuss when we get back to Shadow's Refuge, Max,” Lelu spoke up while trying to force a brave face. “So… please don’t keep me waiting. I mean it.”

“I promise,” Max agreed, showing the girls a small smile. “I’ll see you all again real soon.”

They nodded at him with nervous looks before Max started leading Arial down their hallway and Bermuda led the way for Lelu and Grace into another corridor.

Making it a few more steps, Max and Arial then stopped as they showed uneasy looks at what was before them. The hallway was only illuminated by the flashing red lights and subtle orange glows of the neon engravings near the ceiling, with the darkened corridor seeming to have faint whispers and groans echoing in it. In Max’s eyes, he could see shadows slinking about and growling at them, while Arial saw fire leaking through cracks in the floor and walls that sizzled with dark red flames.

“It’s not real,” Max assured. “We’re just seeing things. It’s not real.”

“What if it is?” Arial worried.

“We don’t have any other way to go. If what we see is real, then all we can do is pray for a miracle that we’ll survive somehow,” Max said, with the two then slowly walking forward while the angel held onto him for support.

As they ventured deeper into the ship while braving the horrors they were envisioning, further behind them three monstergirls were very carefully making their way down their own tunnel while sticking close to each other.

“For fuck’s sake, how do we get out of here?” Grace cursed, looking around in frustration as the girls passed a few open doors and interconnecting hallways. “Which way do we go?”

“I have no idea,” Bermuda worried. “All I know is it feels like we’re being watched. I keep seeing things out of the corner of my eyes, it’s like we’re being followed.”

“Ugh, that noise is hurting my head,” Lelu whined, covering her ears and shutting her eyes. “What keeps doing that?”

Lowering her arms, she then glanced at one before freezing with a gasp. The girl promptly screamed at the top of her lungs, with Grace and Bermuda turning to her in surprise.

“What the hell is that?” Lelu cried out, staring in horror at seeing what looked like a large bulge moving around under the skin on her arm. Inside it she could hear muffled growls coming from whatever was crawling around in her flesh, something that made Lelu stagger against the wall while desperately flailing her arm around.

“Lelu? What’s come over you?” Bermuda asked.

“What’s your problem?” Grace demanded.

“It’s inside me!” Lelu screamed, the girl swatting her arm repeatedly as the moving bulge kept going up and down along the limb. She banged it against the wall a few times, crying out in pain from doing so, before she tried clawing at what was slinking inside her arm until Bermuda grabbed her hand to stop her.

“What are you doing? Stop, Lelu!” Bermuda ordered.

“Something’s crawling under my skin! Get it out, get it out!” Lelu wailed, hopping about atop her hooves. Bermuda and Grace looked at the arm carefully, seeing nothing out of the ordinary, all while Lelu screamed while staring at it in horror.

“There’s nothing in your arm, you idiot,” Grace snapped. “You’re seeing shit again. Get a grip, would you?”

“She’s right, there’s nothing wrong with your arm, Lelu,” Bermuda assured. “You’re hallucinating again. It’s all in your head. You’re okay, everything is okay, so just calm down, alright?”

“There’s… nothing there? Are you sure?” Lelu whimpered. She held her hands over her face with shaky breathing, the girl then looking to the elf and arachne with worried eyes before she glanced back over her shoulder. Her eyes widened as she saw rats chewing their way into and out of her horse body, causing her to shriek while shaking herself wildly. She quickly ran around in a circle and into the wall with a thud, the girl dropping to the floor screaming as she started slapping her hands all over her body.

“They’re inside me! They’re eating me alive! Help me! Max! MAX!”

“Lelu, get a hold of yourself!” Bermuda ordered, reaching down and taking her hand. She started to pull the centaur up onto her feet before the girl’s arm tore off her body, with Bermuda screaming as she saw Lelu shrieking while spraying blood from her severed limb.

“Oh my god! Lelu!” Bermuda cried out. “I- I- I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

Lelu wailed in pain with wide eyes before blood came gurgling out of her mouth, the centaur shakily reaching out for the stunned arachne before collapsing into a pool of her own blood and eyes bursting from her head.

“L… Lelu?” Bermuda whimpered. “No… this can’t be real. It’s not real… it can’t be. Right?”

She blinked then looked at the severed arm she was holding, with the limb leaping onto her and grabbing her head. The arachne screamed and stumbled around wildly, banging into the walls while the possessed arm crawled all over her.

“Watch it!” Grace shouted, dodging forward into a roll as Bermuda’s abdomen swung by her.

“What’s gotten into you?” Lelu exclaimed, scampering back behind the girls as the arachne shrieked while frantically swatting her hands all over herself.

“Get off me!” Bermuda cried out. “Stop it! Get off! Let go of me!”

“Fucking hell, she’s losing it,” Grace warned, shaking her head at the girl. She then glanced behind the spider before staring with wide eyes at seeing Lelu being grabbed by a giant furry hand from a hole in the ceiling.

“Help me!” Lelu cried out as she was yanked up into the hole. A horrible scream was heard followed by the sounds of flesh and bones being torn while blood poured down into the hall.

“What the fuck?” Grace breathed out while shaking. “That… that didn’t just happen. It couldn’t have. Lelu? Lelu?”

She twitched before looking up to see a decaying elven ranger standing over her from behind, the woman’s milky white eyes staring directly into Grace’s as the young elf whimpered.

“It’s not real… it’s not real… it’s not real,” Grace whined to herself. Without pause the zombie elf grabbed the young girl by the shoulders and chomped down on her face.

“Girls,” Lelu softly said in fright. She watched Bermuda stumbling around in the hallway in front of her while screaming and flailing her arms wildly, while past her Grace was spasming on the floor and hoarsely crying out as she seemed to be paralyzed with horror from something. The centaur slowly shook her head with nervous whimpers as she watched the girls freaking out, with the noise in her ears growing and causing dread to overtake her.

“Please… make it stop,” she sniveled while starting to cry. “No. No more. Please.”

With a heavy thud behind her, the girl gulped before slowly looking back, her eyes widening as she saw a monster comprised of multiple goblins melded together into a twisted abomination shambling closer. Lelu started to breathe heavily before she screamed with eyes going out of focus, with the groaning horror she envisioned charging her with a feral roar from its many heads.

“MAX!”

*****

With a frustrated groan, Max shook his head with eyes shut tight. The noise in his ears continued to screech horrendously, something he tried to fight off as she showed a strained expression. The warning alarms buzzed overhead, the flashing lights allowed shadows to dance around while holding an ominous darkness to them, all while Max questioned what was actually real as he heard what he thought to be the voices of Lelu, Grace, and Bermuda echoing through the hallways.

“Was that the girls? Or am I just hearing things again? Dammit, what is doing this to us? And what keeps making that strange sound?”

Glancing to Arial, he saw the angel also struggling with fighting off the noise, the girl’s hand trembling as she held onto him while she stumbled off-balance.

“It’s okay, Arial. I’ve got you,” he said, earning a pained look from the angel. She started to panic as her eyes went wide, the sight of Max holding her shifting into that of a salamander woman with fire burning off her scales. The monster started to snap its teeth at her with fire coming from the mouth before the angel screamed and shut her eyes, a blast of chilled air erupting around her and frosting over the entire hallway along with Max’s side.

“Arial! Stop!” Max yelled, bracing himself from the freezing wind. “Holy crap, that’s so cold! Arial, knock it off, it’s just me! It’s me! Max!”

Jumping with a startle, the angel stared at him for a moment while shakily uttering something, her eyes empty at first before she slowly regained her senses. After a moment, she held a hand over her face as she tried steadying her breath.

“M… Max?” she wearily said, looking to him again with a nervous expression.

“Yeah, it’s me,” Max said while trembling. “Can you please not do that again? You’re going to freeze me solid if that keeps happening.”

“Oh. Sorry,” Arial softly said. She waved her hand gracefully down alongside him, with the frost on his body swiftly melting away. Although the ice was removed from his person, the lingering chill it had caused remained as Max showed the girl a weak smile.

“Heh… thank you,” he said while shivering. “Come on. We need to keep going. Just stay close to me and don’t let the scary visions get to you. They’re not real, remember? So... don't lose your cool, alright?”

Arial slowly nodded before averting eye contact, a slight blush being seen on her cheeks. Holding the angel close to him, Max started to lead the girl down the hallway again. As they made their way through the tunnel, Max noticed the girl hiding her face in his shoulder now and again as she tried to avoid what she was seeing ahead of them.

"It's okay, Arial. There's nothing in front of us. You don't have to be afraid."

"I'm not afraid," the angel stubbornly insisted. She yelped and shut her eyes tightly, a strained groan being made before she again hid her face in his shoulder. "I'm not afraid. I'm not."

"Okay, you're not afraid. You're scared. Is that better?" Max smirked.

"I am not, "Arial firmly argued. "I am not scared. I... just don't want to see any more lies before us, that's all."

"I see," Max replied. He looked at the girl curiously before showing an empathetic smile.

“I thought you said you were a weapon of the heavens,” Max mentioned, getting a worried glance from the girl. “Isn’t that what you told me?”

“That’s right, I am. What about it?”

“Weapons don’t get scared,” Max said, with Arial quickly looking away with a frown. "They don't feel fear. But you do, Arial."

"I told you, I'm not afraid," Arial insisted. She looked to the side before jumping with a scream, the girl quickly forming her ice claw and slashing through the wall and a few pipes. Sparks flew from the razing strikes while steam blew out from the ruptured tubes, with the heated vapors caused Arial to stagger back and cling to Max with a sharp cry.

"Watch it!" Max said, pulling her away from the steam. The angel weakly growled as she glanced back at the destroyed pipes before catching Max's worried look at her. "You need to be careful, Arial. We don't know anything about this place or what's inside. You don't want to accidentally burn yourself by acting rashly."

"I'm fine," Arial stressed with him, pushing off the boy. "I am an angel of the heavens and a weapon of righteous judgement. I can take care of myself. I don't need a human boy worrying about me."

"But, Arial," Max said, with the angel marching forward while showing a focused expression. After a few steps, she slowly came to a stop, the girl's eyes widening as she began to shake. Shutting her eyes and shaking her head hard, she then looked ahead before showing fright as she readied her ice claws again.

"Arial, stop!" Max ordered, running up and grabbing her from behind. "You're just seeing things, there's nothing there! You need to get ahold of yourself! Don't lose control again!"

"Stop telling me what to do!" Arial yelled at him. "I know what's real and what isn't, I know what I’m doing! I am not losing control! I am not afraid! I am a fearless angel of the heavens, I am their perfect weapon of justice! I do not need a human patronizing me! Now let go of me this instant!"

Max shook his head before it suddenly split open down the middle, revealing a horrific gaping mouth with serrated teeth. Arial stared with wide eyes as the monster roared before chomping down on her neck, her blood spraying out from the bite as the angel screamed in shock. She started stumbling around while swinging her claws wildly, struggling to shake the monster off as it chewed on her with hungry growls.

"No! Get off me! Get off!" Arial screamed in a panic.

"Arial, calm down!" Max called out, watching in trepidation as the angel was swinging her claws around while spinning in circles ahead of him in the hallway, the girl's frightful cries echoing through the corridor while her eyes were wide and unfocused.

"Arial, stop! You're seeing things! It's not real, it's not real, Arial!"

Arial swung her claws in a panic before she saw the monster on her back being thrown against the wall in front of her.

"I've... had... enough of this!" Arial roared with her hair freezing over. The girl struck forward with her claw, striking through the monster she thought she saw, and right into a steel panel on the wall with strange yellow and red markings on it. A bright flash erupted from the broken wall as Arial stumbled back with a sharp yelp, the girl holding her hand that had its ice claw smoking and melting off her fingers with a strained expression. Again, the destroyed panel sparked and flashed, then popped with flames jetting out from it for a moment, something Arial noticed as she appeared to regain her senses.

"Arial? Are you okay?" Max asked, with the angel turning to see Max standing nearby while watching her in concern.

"Max?" she softly wondered. "But... I saw..."

Looking back at the wall she struck, the two watched the torn hole she had made sparking and smoking now. Arial's eyes widened as she saw fire lighting up inside the tear while a hissing sound began to grow. A bright flash erupted from it, causing Arial to stagger back while shielding her eyes with her arm, right before glowing red fissures were seen sizzling through from the other side all across the wall next to the angel.

"What... the..." Arial breathed out in fright.

"Arial!" Max yelled as he dashed towards her.

It all happened in mere moments, with Arial turning to see Max reaching out for her, looking back to see fire searing through cracks in the wall, and then being knocked aside as Max tackled her down to the ground. Without pause the entire wall exploded past them in an eruption of flames, smoke, and burning debris.

Arial hit the ground with Max lying on top of her, the boy holding her down under him as the hallway shook from the powerful detonation. The lights in the hall flickered before going out, with the corridor now illuminated with an auburn glow from the burning fires that filled the corridor behind them.

Slowly, Arial turned her head to see the flames that were burning heavily nearby, a nervous look on her face while her hair gradually returned to normal with the ice melting off it.

"Did... did I do that?" she quietly asked.

She started to sit up, only to then notice Max was still lying atop her. With a startled gasp, she saw the boy struggling to move while his back was scorched from the explosion. His shirt had seared holes in it while blood was seen on the clothing.

“Oh no. Max?” Arial worried, nudging him. Getting only a weak grunt from him, the girl slowly held him while shaking her head. “Max? Can you hear me? Max? Max!”

Another explosion ripped through the fiery hall, catching Arial by surprise as the flames burned heavily across the corridor and over the debris. A wave of heated air blew by, with Arial screaming and shielding herself with her arm before she frantically started pulling Max away from the inferno. Lifting the boy into her arms, the angel stumbled onto her feet before running down the hall and around a corner. The moment she did so, another explosion was heard, followed by three more along with flames blasting past the intersection behind the angel. Arial looked back in surprise at seeing the fires burning brightly while she quickly backed away from them, her eyes then moving down to Max with remorse.

“Damn… that really stings,” Max said, his eyes shut tight as he struggled with the pain.

“Max,” Arial softly said. She looked ahead at the burning flames then down to him as he opened his eyes to show her a weary look. “Thank you, Max. You… saved my life.”

“Are you… okay?” Max asked while trying to steady his breath.

“I’m fine, Max,” Arial said as she slowly lowered down to sit on her legs while holding him. “But why… why did you do that? You could have died.”

“I promised I wouldn’t let you get burned, remember?” Max said with a weak smile. “And I’m… a man of my word.”

“You stupid human,” Arial softly said. “I’m not worth dying over. I’m just a monster, remember? An angel. A weapon of the heavens.”

“A weapon wouldn’t shed a tear for me,” Max pointed out, with Arial showing some surprise as she felt a tear run down her cheek. The drop quickly froze solid and fell off her face as she reached up for it.

“But a girl with a real heart might,” Max added before cringing in pain. “And that’s… someone worth protecting in this world.”

“I’m sorry,” Arial apologized. “I did this. This is my fault. I’m sorry, Max. I wasn’t trying to… I never wanted… I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“It’s okay,” Max softly said. “I’ll be fine… I’ll be fine. I just… need to… rest for a… moment. Just need… to rest.”

With a weak groan the boy collapsed in her arms. Arial nervously shook her head as she tried shaking him, getting no response as the boy was unconscious now.

“Max? Max!” she exclaimed. Her eye then took notice of her hand that was holding him, and how it had his blood on it. The angel looked at it with remorse then him, her wings drooping low behind her as she lowered her head with closed eyes.

“What have I done?”

“I am not losing control! I am not afraid! I am a fearless angel of the heavens, I am their perfect weapon of justice! I do not need a human patronizing me!”

Her harsh words towards Max echoed in her head, along with the ominous screeching that began to return.

“Even knowing… what I am… and what I came here to do… you would still protect me with your life,” Arial softly said. “Even after the things I said… and almost getting us killed… you still think I’m worth saving. Why, Max? Why…”

“A weapon wouldn’t shed a tear for me, but a girl with a real heart might. And that’s someone worth protecting in this world.”

As his words repeated in her mind, Arial’s hands held him securely while one of them gently caressed his head.

“Max…” she quietly spoke. "Thank you..."

Lifting her head, she saw burning monsters shambling through the fiery hallway towards them, the flaming creatures howling while brandishing their claws and teeth. The noise started to intensify in Arial’s ears, the angel showing a fearful look as she saw the flames spreading along the ceiling overhead, while from the walls more burning monsters were punching through and ripping apart the steel with their claws.

Closing her eyes, Arial held Max close, a small whimper being made as she cradled him in her arms. She was then grabbed from behind, the angel’s head being pulled back as she opened her eyes to see a flaming monster with its long, scorched claws holding onto her. The angel struggled to repress her terrified scream as the fiery creature used two of its long sharp nails to open her mouth, while from behind it a long burning tail with a bloodshot eyeball on the end whipped overhead before lowering towards the angel.

“Please… no…” Arial whined as she watched in fright the tail coming closer to her mouth with its eyeball shifting its focus around frantically.

“No!” Grace yelled, dropping against the wall while thrashing in a panic as zombie elves were holding her down. The young elf screamed as they ripped off her clothes before keeping her still, with one of the rotting women holding a giant festering maggot down between her legs, something Grace shrieked from seeing with wide eyes.

"No! No! Get that away from me! Get away!"

“Max! Help me!” Lelu called out, staggering down atop her feet while holding her face. The girl’s skin was melting off her body, with the sight of hundreds of unblinking eyes watching her from the walls and ceiling while large, jagged teeth were protruding upward from the floor.

"I don't know what to do! I don't know what to do! Someone, please help me!"

“Make it stop!” Bermuda shrieked, watching in horror as all her legs were being ripped off by rabid, miniature goblins. The arachne screamed while seeing the little monsters crawling all over her, ripping holes in her abdomen that they entered through, and also biting her neck and chest with fevered growls.

"Get off me! Get off me! Max! Help!"

The four girls cried out in terror while their eyes lost focus, the screeching in their ears being painfully loud as the hallucinations they experienced became overwhelming to them. And amidst the noise, confusion, and horror they felt, one thought became prominent in their minds that seemed to cut through their fear.

“It’s all a dream.”

Arial’s hand twitched at her side before slowing forming its ice claws.

“It has to be.”

Grace furiously shook her head before noticing something giving off a gleam nearby on the floor.

“You need to wake up.”

Lelu’s dreadful cry echoed down the halls as she struggled to hold her skin on herself before she saw light glinting off an object near her.

“If you do, it’ll all end.”

Bermuda dropped forward onto the ground as the goblins finished tearing off all her legs, with some of them now trying to do so to her arms as well. The arachne screamed as she thrashed in a panic before holding her hands to her head.

“Kill yourself.”

Arial’s eyes started to roll back into her head as she loudly choked from what was being forced down her throat, her hand with its frozen claws slowly rising beside her.

“End this nightmare.”

Grace’s hand shakily reached over before grabbing a broken steel shard on the floor, the elf’s eyes shutting tight as she screamed in horror of what was crawling into her.

“Kill yourself.”

Lelu slowly took hold of a steel pipe lying nearby with both hands, something she managed to lift off the ground and hold in front of her face while trembling uncontrollably. She began to sink into the floor as it melted around her feet, with the monstrous teeth nearby brushing against her legs and flank as she started crying.

“It’s the only way.”

Bermuda continued yelling in terror as she held her hands near her head, both of which were shaking as she started to channel her magic with snapping arcs of energy.

“Kill yourself.”

Arial held her claws up to her neck.

“Kill yourself.”

Grace brought the jagged steel shard over and aimed it at her heart.

“Kill yourself.”

Lelu took a few sharp breaths before holding the pipe away from her.

“Kill yourself.”

Bermuda shut her eyes tightly as she built up her power that glowed brightly in her hands.

“You can make it all stop. Just kill yourself. And it will all end.”

With Arial preparing to jam her claws through her neck, Grace set to stab herself in the heart, Lelu poised to bash her skull in, and Bermuda readying to fire her magic into her head, the four girls felt their fears and despair completely overtake them as no other thoughts registered in their minds.

The ominous screech in their ears intensified, drawing them to the brink of suicide, before it suddenly vanished entirely. Only the sounds of the warning alarms going off throughout the ship and a few faint rumbles from internal explosions were heard as the girls remained stunned from their nightmarish delusions. With shaky breathing, they slowly looked around to see nothing was near them anymore. They then realized what was in their hands, with Arial dissolving her claws, Grace and Lelu dropping their weapons to the floor with a startle, and Bermuda recalling her magic as she trembled nervously.

Struggling to keep her senses, Arial slowly looked down at Max, the angel gulping quietly before she dropped to the ground holding the boy. As she lay next to the boy in a daze, the other girls also collapsed from the horrifying experience.

At the command deck of the Aurora, monitors were cycling with ancient texts and flashing emblems, lights in the cabin were turning back on again, and a harpy was seen standing near the front of the bridge as she observed the world outside the windows. The white rings in Harrow's eyes slowly faded while the woman retained her usual stoic expression.

"That should be enough," she mused to herself. "Everything near this place should be dead by now."

She started walking around the cabin while observing the monitors, her eyes taking notice of the words scrolling across them with mild interest, before she stopped near the captain's seat at the top of the bridge.

"Still, where is the one who piloted the ship? It didn't fly here on its own."

The harpy took a step as she began making her way out of the command deck before she suddenly halted, her gaze returning to the captain's seat as she took notice of something. Using her steel feathers, she carefully picked something off the chair and held it up, that being a long strand of crimson hair that she closely examined.

"Where did you run off to, you troublesome bug?" Harrow pondered.

The glowing indentations near the ceilings started to shift from orange to blue, with those near damaged or burning sections of the ship still remaining in their warning color while alarms continued going off. Harrow looked around at the changing colors before seeing glimmering cube-like light flickering into view all over the cabin from above.

From the distorted lights dozens of pixies appeared along with Ira, all of them showing surprise as they reemerged in the cabin.

"We're out again!" a pixie cheered. "We're back!"

"The jamming signal must have stopped. We're not locked out anymore."

"Get me a status report, right now!" Ira ordered. "I want to know what's going on around here this instant!"

"Yes, ma'am!" the pixies replied with salutes. They quickly flew around to terminals and started pressing buttons in a hurry while others soared out through the doors of the command deck. Ira zipped back over to the captain's seat and hovered above it while watching her crew with a sharp eye, her antennae twitching before she quickly looked back over her shoulder. Nobody except for the pixies were seen in the cabin, with Ira taking a moment to shake off the uncomfortable feeling she had.

"I'm not hearing any good news, ladies," she called out as she turned her attention back to the crew. "Someone talk to me."

"Jamming signal from the unknown source has stopped, ma'am," a pixie reported. "However, I'm still detecting a low-energy disturbance in the area. It could just be residual energy waves from what hit us earlier, or a damaged sensor array."

"Or whatever struck us with the jamming signal in the first place," Ira cautioned. "Try to isolate the signal and locate its position. Whatever locked the Aurora down earlier might still be out there."

"We've got critical system failures across the Aurora," another pixie called out. "Dispatching repair teams immediately. Main reactor is reading fine, but the sub-reactors are reporting to be unstable. We need to get those fixed right away or else we'll be in trouble. And the power grid is in disarray, we have severed and overloaded connections all over the ship. The repair teams are going to have their hands full for a while.”

“Weapon systems are still offline,” another cursed, bashing her fist against a terminal. "Dammit, we could really use those right about now."

"Oh my Creator!" a pixie cried out in shock. The woman stared at a monitor in disbelief before waving to Ira.

"Ma'am, you're going to want to see this!" she said, then tapped a few emblems on the screen. At the front of the cabin a large viewing window appeared with multiple video feeds from cameras outside. Ira and the pixies fell silent as they observed in surprise the many images with slain monsters seen everywhere around the ship. Watchers, harpies, trolls, goblins; all having been brutally killed and lying amidst the bloodied fields surrounding the Aurora.

"What in the Creator's name?" Ira breathed out.

"All the monsters that were approaching the ship earlier, they've been slaughtered," a pixie softly said.

"What did this?" another carefully asked.

"Whatever it was, it must have been what knocked us out of the sky," a pixie reasoned.

“Look,” another said, pointing to a screen that showed a dead angel lying near the side of the ship. “That one isn’t a harpy. Is that… is that monster class an angel?”

“That sure looks like a dead angel to me,” a pixie said with a frown. “Her body appears broken. Was that what knocked us out of the breach? Did we… run over an angel in our flight?”

“I think you get sent to hell for doing something like that,” another morbidly pointed out.

“No, I don’t think we did,” Ira cautioned. “Angels are super powerful monsters. If we had hit one midflight at that speed, she would have punched right through the hull of the Aurora.”

“Then why is there a dead angel lying next to the ship?” a pixie asked.

“Whatever took us down must have taken her down too,” another worried. 

“That monster class is one of the strongest according to records,” a pixie warned. “If something snapped one of those girls like a twig, it must be a very dangerous monster itself.”

“Well that’s just great,” another complained as she was waving her hands to try to put out a small fire coming from a terminal. “As if we didn’t have enough to be concerned with already.”

"I want security teams dispatched to each sector, right now!" Ira ordered. "Repair teams, get this ship patched up and restore our defensive capabilities as soon as possible! Security teams, be on alert, we are not alone here!"

"Yes, ma'am!" the pixies agreed with salutes. Ira took off her hat to brush her hair with a frustrated sigh before she set it back on and straightened it with a stern expression on her face.

"I'm only thankful the captain isn't here right now. She's not ready to handle this sort of scenario. Speaking of which, what is the status of the captain?"

"Last report was she was resting in the medical bay," a pixie replied. "She had a minor head injury from the crash but is expected to make a full recovery."

"That's good to hear," Ira said. "Keep me updated on her status. I'm sure she's going to have lots of questions once she wakes up. Hopefully I'll be able to provide her with some reassuring answers then. In the meantime, let's pick up the pace, ladies! We've got a ship to repair and an unknown aggressor to beat the crap out of. Hop to it!"

"Yes, ma'am!" the pixies called out.

"That's strange," a pixie cautioned as she examined a monitor. "The source of the low-energy disturbance our equipment keeps picking up, the pattern now appears to be... moving."

"The source of the disturbance is moving?" another questioned. "Moving where? Is it coming after us or running away?"

"I can't tell. The wave pattern is tricky to get a lock on. All I know is that the source is in motion now."

"Ma'am," her friend called over to Ira. "Whatever is causing that strange energy pattern, it's on the move. We're trying to isolate it but no luck so far."

"It's on the move?" Ira carefully said. She examined the floating window that showed various camera angles around the ship, herself and several other pixies closely observing each one with heightened alarm.

"I don't see anything moving," a pixie said, shaking her head.

"It has to be out there somewhere," another reasoned.

"Where are you?" Ira carefully said, watching the video feeds with a sharp glare. "Where are you hiding?"

“Ma’am,” a girl’s voice called out from the terminal in front of Ira. “I’ve located an intruder aboard the Aurora.”

“You have?” Ira quickly asked. “What did you find? Is it the one who attacked us?”

“Um… I don’t think so. Sending you a visual now.”

Ira and the pixies turned to see a viewing window opening in front of Ira, with pixies hovering behind her sharing the same confused expression as she was from what they were seeing.

“What am I seeing here?” Ira asked, shaking her head.

In the viewing window, it showed a pixie displaying a troubled grimace at the camera along with Grace lying on the ground unconscious behind her.

“It’s… a young elf,” the pixie replied with a shrug.

“Is that another kid?” a pixie behind Ira asked.

“Where did she come from?”

“That’s who is responsible for all the Aurora’s systems being locked down earlier?”

“I really doubt it.”

“What the hell is going on here?” Ira questioned.

“Ma’am, we’ve found another intruder,” a girl’s voice spoke up from the console.

“Another one? What did you find this time?” Ira asked.

The window in front of Ira moved its image of Grace to the group of video feeds at the front of the cabin. Among them another camera switched to show a few pixies inside the ship showing confused looks before the video moved to reveal Lelu lying on the floor of a hallway.

“Is that another kid?” Ira tiredly asked.

“Um… I’m actually not sure,” a pixie replied with a shrug as she hovered near the sleeping centaur. “She looks young, but her boobs are huge.”

“What is a centaur doing aboard my ship?” Ira demanded.

“Ma’am, we’ve got another intruder near the observation deck,” a girl’s voice said from the terminal.

“Who is it this time?” Ira asked with a huff.

Another video feed switched to show inside the ship where a few pixies were hovering over Bermuda who was sprawled on the floor.

“An arachne?” a pixie questioned while Ira clenched her fists in frustration.

“Looks like a young one as well,” another pointed out.

“What is the meaning of this?” Ira shouted. “Where are these kids coming from?”

“Ma’am,” a girl said from the terminal speaker.

“Don’t tell me, you found another child that somehow got onboard,” Ira snapped.

“Actually, I found two,” the girl replied, with Ira showing both bewilderment and anger to that. One of the security feeds in the group changed to show a few pixies hovering above Arial and Max, with the angel lying next to the boy while having her hand resting on his chest.

“It’s a boy this time,” a pixie behind Ira commented.

“And is that an angel?” another asked, pointing at Arial in surprise.

“She looks like a frozen angel to me,” a pixie quipped with a raised eyebrow.

“Where did she come from?”

“Where did any of them come from?” Ira loudly demanded. “For crying out loud, is this some sort of joke? Why is it so ridiculously easy for children to sneak onto this ship? I swear, after this is all over with, I am going to have a very thorough review done of all the security teams, and they had better have some damned good excuses for all this or else!”

“What are your orders, ma’am?” a pixie in a viewing window asked.

“What should we do with them?” another asked.

“Ma’am, the human boy appears to be hurt,” a pixie said as she hovered near Max. “He’s bleeding rather badly, he needs medical attention. What are your orders?”

Ira took a slow breath as she carefully examined the children in the monitors before she glanced to another video feed that showed the fallen monsters outside.

“I don’t think we were struck out of the sky by children, and I don’t think they’re responsible for the deaths of those monsters outside. Perhaps they came here with them, that seems more likely. Find out how they got into the ship, we have a security breach that needs to be sealed. As for them, take them all to the medical bay to treat any injuries they may have. When they wake up, find out who they are and what they’re doing here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the pixies replied with salutes.

Ira tapped a button to close all the viewing windows, with pixies nearby flying off in haste as they resumed their duties. As a few of them left the command deck, they quickly zipped aside as someone flew past them into the room in a hurry. Coming to a stop behind the captain’s chair, Ira glanced back to see the new arrival hovering in the air with her.

“Would someone mind telling me what is going on?” a pixie sharply demanded. She was dressed not in the typical white sailor outfit the rest of the crew had, and instead wore darker apparel with brown combat boots, one leg that had a long dark stocking up to her knee while the other had two black straps set around her thigh, a dark miniskirt with red edgings set around it, a white top with a small red necktie that only covered her breasts while leaving her midriff exposed, and a green long-sleeved trench coat that had black straps buckled around the arms while it was left open in the front. She wore red fingerless gloves, her long brown hair was draped over her back and shoulders, a black cap sat atop her head with her antennae sticking out over it, and around her neck was a spiked collar with a red tag set in the front. Her violet eyes were set in a stern glare that she typically displayed, her mouth fixed in her usual scowl, and her wings that hovered behind her had the same angular designs that her fellow pixies had, however they bared a crimson color to them which set her apart from the crew.

Not only that, but she also had a companion of sorts floating in the air behind her, as she typically did wherever she went. It was as big as a dog, awaited her master's command like a dog, yet was clearly not a dog. Instead, it was a flying device that had two large downward facing rings on either side of its body like wings, with the inside of the circles glowing blue as it hovered next to the pixie with a quiet hum. The main chassis of the flyer had a round red crystalline lens on the front resembling an eye, while its sleek body was dome shaped and had glowing blue engravings running along the top towards the back.

“I didn’t call for you, Mara,” Ira mentioned, shaking her head. "Return to your sector and-"

"And do what?" Mara loudly demanded. "My hanger bay is offline, or haven't you heard? No power whatsoever! All of my beautiful drones are trapped there, powerless, unable to do the one thing they're supposed to do; protect all of your sorry asses from whatever the fuck attacked us! I have been sending communication after communication requests to this bridge, and not a single reply has come back yet! What the hell are you all doing up here?"

"We're dealing with a lot right now, Mara, that's what!" Ira snapped back. "I'm so sorry I haven't had time to console you about your broken toys, but I have more important things to-"

"My toys?" Mara repeated while snarling in rage. "They are not toys, you fucking bitch! My drones are the pinnacle of the Aurora's defense force! Their flawless design and unmatched power are the reasons this ship is still around today! They are the only things keeping this ship and its freight safe from our enemies, and they should be the only priority you have right now in this time of crisis! If I had my hanger operational right now I would be able to do my fucking job and annihilate whatever it is that attacked us! Get the repair teams in motion and restore power to the hanger immediately! You're the highest-ranking officer on this ship, so get your act together and fix this mess right now!"

"First off," Ira scowled at her. "My priority right now is ensuring the Aurora remains intact, and there are more critical issues that need to be addressed before we can repair the weapon systems of this ship. The last thing we need right now is another engine blowing up, or worse, the ship's main reactor. The repair teams only have so much variable matter to work with, we have to use it wisely. If the Aurora is bleeding internally, we need to stop that first before we begin repairs on your precious hanger."

Mara growled furiously at her as Ira crossed her arms with a scoff at the pixie.

"Second, our security teams are just as capable of protecting the Aurora as your drones are. We are not powerless without your support, Mara, despite how much you seem to believe otherwise."

"That's a lie and you know it!" Mara shouted, pointing at her.

"Third, I'm not the highest-ranking officer on the Aurora anymore," Ira continued, getting a confused look from Mara. "You might have heard about that if you would stop operating on a private channel all the time while working in your sector. I bet when you were locked out of the Aurora just like we were, you were all alone like always, with nobody to fill you in on what's been happening. We have a new captain now, her name is Lucy. I am merely acting in her stead as she is currently unable to assume her duties."

"And why is she unable to assume her duties? Where is this captain?" Mara demanded, looking around quickly.

"In the medical bay, after she suffered a head injury during the Aurora's crash landing," Ira retorted. "Now if you don't mind, I have more pressing matters to attend to. We will get our weapon systems back online as soon as we can, your hanger bay included, so in the meantime can you please leave us to our work?"

With a tightly formed fist at her side, Mara held in her growl as she watched Ira turning her back to her.

"Fine," she hissed. "Waste more of your time doing whatever you want. I'm going to speak to this captain myself and urge her not to make the same mistakes as you. The sooner my drones can fly again, the sooner the Aurora will be secure."

"Mara, leave her be. She's resting, she doesn't need to deal with you right now," Ira ordered.

"Sorry, but I only take orders from the highest authority aboard this ship," Mara snapped with a stern smile. She held up her hand to salute the officer, however she only had her middle finger extended as she did. "And that's not you anymore. Good day, Ira."

She quickly flew off in a blur of red light, with her drone swiftly following after her as they left the bridge. Ira watched them go with a frustrated sigh before lowering her head.

"I really don't like that girl," Ira muttered.

"She always scares me," a pixie mentioned nearby with a shudder. "Her and her attack dog."

"What do you expect?" another said with a shrug. "She's from the Experimental Weapons Division. All of those girls are... really intense."

Flying down the hallways in a blur of rigid red light, Mara made haste towards the medical bay with her drone following closely behind. As she zipped through the corridors with pixies quickly dodging aside in her path, her sharp glare and flinching scowl complimented the menacing aura she projected that everyone easily noticed.

"I'll show them," she growled to herself. "I'll remind them who it is that protects this ship, and just how powerful my weapons truly are. I'll show them who’s really in charge around here."




Chapter 13

Terror Onboard

When sailing the unknown seas of the world, only a properly equipped ship would make the journey in one piece. A sturdy vessel, a hearty crew, a brave captain; all of these would be necessary to face the dangers that awaited them. From unpredictable weather and sailing conditions, to being ambushed by pirates and raiders, or even breaking down within from madness itself; there was no shortage of perils that could easily become their end. Those that sailed these dangerous spans would always need to be vigilant lest they be caught unprepared.

As bad as these threats were outside of the ship, allowing them inside would be disastrous.

*****

Slowly Lucy’s eyes began to open, the soft glare from the lights above causing her to cringe with a weak groan before her vision cleared. Hovering above her were two pixies, both of which were examining the girl worriedly before noticing she was awake.

“Captain? Can you hear me?”

“Are you okay, captain?”

“What… what happened?” Lucy asked as she slowly sat up. Holding a hand to her head, she felt the bandage that was wrapped around it. Taking it off she saw it had a red stein before she rubbed her head with a small grunt.

“You suffered a small head injury when we crashed,” a pixie explained. “Luckily you were wearing your seatbelt, otherwise you would have gotten worse.”

“That’s right,” Lucy remembered. “We were flying through the sky, and then… we crashed into a mountain.”

“We brought you here to the medical bay to rest,” the other pixie said. “Fortunately, this section of the ship sustained very little damage from the crash and is still operational. Are you feeling better now?”

“I… I think so,” Lucy slowly said. Looking around the room she then realized she wasn’t alone with the two pixies. The medical bay had a few more visitors that day, with pixies flying about while examining those that were recently brought in.

“What the heck? Who are they?” Lucy asked, pointing to where Lelu, Bermuda, and Arial were lying. The beds they were resting on were large and sturdy enough to support Lelu and Bermuda, while the one Arial was on appeared to have its sheets torn up from her rigid feathers that a few pixies were staring at in puzzlement. Nearby, Grace was being carried to a bed by two more pixies, with one of them having her hand held out above her with square casting bases formed into a cube around it. The magical diagrams had blocky edges that bloomed with azure light while faint tiny yellow cubes bounced around within the box. The elf was lying still above the pixie while having two square blue casting bases moving along her body, something Lucy watched in wonder as the pixie floated over to a bed and gently set Grace down atop it.

She then noticed another patient that drew a curious look from her. Lying atop a bed on his front without his shirt on was Max. Pixies were gathered nearby, with two slowly moving a glowing light over his body with their hands while another was checking a monitor at the end of the bed that had foreign text moving across it. From the ceiling, a few long, spindly arms resembling white arachne legs were moving with precision and speed as they were mending his burnt and ripped skin.

“What… is going on?” Lucy asked aloud in bewilderment. “What is that thing, and who are they? What are they doing here?”

“All good questions,” Mara spoke up, with Lucy turning to see the scowling pixie hovering near the doorway. Behind her was the girl’s drone that gently floated in place, with Lucy staring at it in awe before seeing Mara moving closer to her with a scrutinizing leer.

"Would someone mind explaining to me why we have little monsters onboard the Aurora?" Mara demanded. "What are they doing here? And with a young boy no less? Someone start talking right n-"

"That is so cool!" Lucy exclaimed with bright eyes. She dashed past Mara who spun around with a small cry and raced up to the hovering drone that she quickly examined from different angles. "Wow, how is that thing flying like that? What is it anyway? That is so amazing!"

"Wha... uh... huh?" Mara asked, confused. "I mean, yes, it is amazing, that much should be obvious."

"What does this thing do anyway?" Lucy asked, tapping the metal chassis. She then started pulling on the eye of the drone. "Is this what powers it? Some kind of magic gemstone?"

"Would you get your filthy hands off it?" Mara snapped, zipping over in front of Lucy and causing her to hop back with a squeak. "This is not a child's toy, do you understand? And that's not a magic gemstone, this amazing creation does not rely on weird archaic power to operate. This is a sophisticated and technological marvel that was created to-"

"Okay, fine, whatever, it's special. I get that. But more importantly, can I ride it?" Lucy eagerly asked, getting a puzzled look from the pixie. "Is that what it is, a flying chariot? If so let me try it out, it looks really fun."

"What? Ride it?" Mara repeated in disbelief. "No, no no no. You cannot ride it, you stupid girl. What kind of idiotic question is that? I did not create these beautiful machines just for some annoying brat to sit on and ride around like a toy!"

"Fine then, what does it do?" Lucy snapped back.

"This!" Mara yelled before snapping her fingers and pointing down. The drone's eye glowed brightly as a sharp hum swiftly built up within the craft. It aimed downward and fired a blast of searing red light that zapped the floor before Lucy, the girl jumping back with a scream as everyone watched the drone punching a searing hole in the ground. Lucy stared at the sizzling hole with wide eyes while the pixies in the room sighed irritably.

"That's going to need to be patched up later," a pixie muttered.

"And that's just a small sample of its incredible power," Mara quipped with a stern grin while crossing her arms. "Anything else you want to say, girl?"

Lucy remained still and quiet for a moment before she jumped with an excited cheer.

"Wow, that is so cool!" she exclaimed, rushing over to the drone again. "This thing can fly and it can shoot magical beams of light too? That's amazing! This thing is unbelievable!"

Mara stared at her in puzzlement, turned to the other pixies who merely shrugged at her, then looked at Lucy again with a raised eyebrow as the girl hopped around the drone with a bright smile.

"This is so awesome!" Lucy said in marvel. "So this is the kind of cool treasures that are on this ship? I can't wait to see what else is in here. I hit the jackpot while discovering this thing!"

"What in the Creator's name are you talking about?" Mara demanded.

"Hey, what is that thing anyway?" Lucy asked, running past her and towards Max and the pixies. She watched the swiftly moving spindle arms with a curious mew before examining the boy with a slowly waving tail.

"And who's he? What happened to him?"

"We don't know who he is," a pixie remarked, glancing to her. "We were hoping you could tell us. Is he a friend of yours?"

"I've never seen him before. Is he okay? What are you doing to him?"

"He was injured when we found him," a pixie explained as she closely observed the monitor near the bed. "He appeared to have suffered severe burns, and we found traces of shrapnel in his backside, both possibly caused by an explosion."

"We removed the metal fragments from his body and are in the process of mending his wounds," a pixie said, with Lucy watching Max's face curiously. "He's lucky our equipment here was still operational with the power grid being unstable right now. Don't worry, he'll be just fine."

"I don't suppose you know who any of these other children are, do you?" a pixie asked, glancing to the nearby bedridden girls. "We found all of them lying unconscious in the ship."

"I don't know them," Lucy said, shaking her head. "How did they get in the ship?"

"That's what I want to know," Mara snapped, hovering closer to her. "How did any of you kids get onboard this ship? Just who are you? And where is this new captain of ours I was told about? Lucy was her name, yes? Where is she?"

"I'm Lucy," the copycat said, pointing to herself.

"You... you're Lucy?" Mara slowly replied. "What do you mean you're Lucy? You're not the Lucy I'm looking for, you can't be. You're just a kid. Where is this new captain of ours?"

"That's me," Lucy asserted with a proud stance. "I'm the new captain of this ship."

Mara just stared at her with a blank expression for a moment before she glanced to the other pixies.

"I'm not in the mood for any games right now. Where is our captain?"

"Right there," a pixie said, pointing to Lucy who waved at Mara with a smug grin.

"What?" Mara exclaimed in shock. "Her? Her? She's a kid! She's just a stupid monster kid! She can't be the captain of the Aurora, that's ridiculous!"

"Hey, who are you calling stupid?" Lucy shot back. "You can't talk to your captain that way!"

"You're not my captain, you're just a stupid little brat!"

"I am too your captain," Lucy argued, holding up the ID card she had around her neck. "See? This thing is proof I'm in charge here."

"Oh give me a break," Mara retorted, flying over and snatching the card. "You're really telling me that they would assign someone as incompetent as a kid to be our new captain?"

She scoffed and looked at the card as glowing letters illuminated across it. Eyeing it closely she showed a bewildered expression before seeing Lucy sneering at her.

"See? Told you so."

"I don't believe it," Mara argued before tapping over her wrist where a glowing red, translucent console appeared. "This is Mara, requesting a systemwide scan. Identify and locate current captain of the Aurora."

"Captain Lucy is the registered commander of the Aurora," a girl's voice spoke back, with Mara looking at the console in surprise. "She is currently in the medical bay. She... appears to not even be one foot away from you. You can't miss her."

Mara stared at Lucy in disbelief as the copycat yanked back her ID card and crossed her arms with a snooty huff at the pixie.

"Anything else you want to say to your captain?" Lucy sharply asked.

"This isn't right. This has to be a mistake," Mara argued before she pushed another button and spoke into her wrist communicator. "Hey, this is Mara down in the medical bay. Would someone care to explain why we now have a fucking kid as our captain now? Ira? What's the meaning of this?"

"It's true," Ira replied. "Our new captain is the young girl you see before you."

"Ira? Is that you?" Lucy asked.

"Yes. How are you feeling, Lucy?"

"I'm okay, I guess," Lucy said, rubbing her head. "My head hurts a bit, and this little woman here keeps yelling at me."

"Yes, she does that with all of us," Ira sighed.

"This is crazy!" Mara cried out. "Why do we have a child as our new captain? How could this have happened?"

"Mara, calm yourself," Ira ordered. "I understand your confusion about this, but I can explain. The fact is Lucy came upon the Aurora at just the right time. I'm fully aware she isn't qualified to be our captain, and her coming into possession of that security card was in no part intended by our superiors. She shouldn't have even been down there in that cave we were stuck in, but as fate would have it, she was."

"How did she come to possess that card?" Mara carefully questioned.

"She stole it," Ira plainly said, with Lucy twitching from that before showing a nervous smile. "Not from anyone in particular. Apparently there were those digging close to the Aurora and she took it from them simply because 'she thought it was cool and valuable looking'."

"Our new captain is a thief?" Mara flatly asked.

"Yes. And because of her thievery, she was able to save the Aurora. While we were trapped in that underground cave, we came under siege by an Ancient."

"What?" Mara shouted. "One of those fucking monsters?"

"Correct. It found the Aurora and was going to break through our defenses. However, our thief captain made her way aboard the ship first by blind luck. And since she had that card in her possession, we followed our code and accepted what was. Even if she was never trained to be our captain or has the slightest idea what it is she now commands, allowing her to be our commanding officer and issue the correct orders helped us escape the Ancient before it could board the vessel."

Mara growled while looking over Lucy, with the copycat showing an uneasy frown as she saw most of the other pixies also examining her in silence.

"You would already know this, Mara," Ira added. "Had you not been isolated from the rest of us on your own private channel. In fact, had that Ancient got onboard, I do wonder if you would have noticed in time before that monster came upon you. No matter how you look at it, despite whatever reasons she had for being down there, Lucy saved this ship and all of us from capture. I'd say that's a fine start in becoming an actual captain for the Aurora."

"I wouldn't go that far, Ira," Mara snidely remarked. "The Aurora is damaged and defenseless after crash landing in an unknown location. As captain of this ship, the blame for our current situation rests firmly on her shoulders. It's not at all a fine start to becoming a respected captain after you crash your ship on your very first flight."

"Hey, that wasn't my fault," Lucy argued. "Something attacked us in the bread, or whatever that weird place was that we were flying through. I didn't crash anything. Besides, Ira was the one doing all the flying, not me."

"Shifting the blame onto others isn't a good quality for a captain either," Mara dryly pointed out. "And it's called the breach."

"But she is correct," Ira said. "I was the one who plotted the course and flew the ship, she only gave the okay to do so. And whatever attacked us in the breach wasn't her fault either, nobody could have predicted we would run into trouble during the flight. I still don't understand how it did that, we were flying in a secure channel. How that thing was able to catch up to us and knock the Aurora out of its flight shouldn't have been possible."

"So now we're stuck here instead of in an underground cave," Mara summed up. "With no defense systems working, a potential enemy lurking nearby that was able to strike a ship straight out of the breach, and a thieving child as our captain and commanding officer. That's just great. For fuck's sake, Ira, how could you have let this happen? I turn my back for just one cycle and everything that could go wrong has gone wrong! Just you wait until I file my report with Central about this, just you wait! Ira? Are you listening to me? Ira!"

At the command deck, Ira was quietly sighing with a dull expression on her face, her hand slowly clenching into a fist momentarily while she heard Mara yelling at her through the floating console she had illuminated before her.

"Why couldn't she just stay in her private channel?" Ira muttered.

"Ma'am!" a pixie at a terminal called out. "We located the source of the energy disturbance!"

"You did? Where is it?"

"It's in the ship!" the pixie cried out, with everyone in the bridge turning to her in surprise. "We got a lock on the signal. It's in the medical bay, ma'am!"

"What?" Ira shouted. She looked at a nearby monitor and saw the layout of the Aurora shown on it, along with a flashing red target marker displayed on one of the sectors. "Oh my Creator. Mara! The one who attacked us, it's in the medical bay with you!"

"Huh?" Mara questioned. She looked around quickly before showing a puzzled grimace at the newcomers. "You mean one of these kids? That's ridiculous."

"Mara, listen to me! There's a low-energy disturbance being emitted there, the same disturbance that knocked out all of the Aurora's systems earlier! The attacker is in there with you!"

"It is? Where?" Mara demanded, searching the area. "There's nobody else here. Where is it?"

"Ira? What's going on?" Lucy worried.

"Captain, get out of there, you're in danger!" Ira ordered. "We're sending a security team down there right now, you need to get out and head back to the command deck immediately!"

From the ceiling near the glowing blue engravings, shimmering cube-like distortions rippled downward before forming into six more pixies.

"Security team," Ira announced over the communication channel. "Escort the captain to the command deck at once."

Before she could move, a deafening screech suddenly blasted in Lucy’s ears, causing the girl to scream as she dropped to the ground holding her head. The pixies watched in surprise as the young copycat cried out in distress as a horrible noise pierced her mind and numbed her thoughts.

“Captain? What’s wrong with you?” a pixie exclaimed.

“She looks to be in pain,” another worried as a few pixies flew over to the girl.

“What is wrong with this child?” Mara scoffed.

“Mara, report!” Ira shouted. “What’s going on? I hear the captain screaming, what’s happening?”

“Hell if I know,” Mara replied with a shrug. “She just started yelling out of nowhere.”

“We’re reading a spike in delta and zeta waves coming from the medical bay,” Ira warned. “Something near you is emitting them again!”

“Delta and zeta?” Mara cautioned. “That’s a psionic pulse. But… it’s coming from nearby?”

“Captain, can you hear us?” a pixie asked, reaching out for Lucy. In a flash the pixie was sliced in half, the stunned monstergirl dropping towards the ground gasping in shock before she dissolved into glimmering cubes of light. The rest of the pixies jumped in surprise before more of them were instantly sliced into pieces.

“What’s going on?” a pixie cried out near Max’s bed, right before she was sliced apart while the robotic arms behind her were also cleaved away in a flurry of sparks.

"What's doing this?" another shouted before being sliced down the middle. Mara watched in shock as the pixies screamed and started flying around wildly, each of them being swiftly diced into pieces while tears ripped through the walls and nearby monitors. The glowing blue engravings near the ceiling were slashed and exploded with electrical snaps, the lights were shattered with only a few remaining that were now flickering, and the beds of Max and the girls were slashed apart from underneath, causing the children to fall to the ground which promptly awoke them in a startle.

"Ow, what the hell?" Grace shouted, holding her head.

"Wha... what happened?" Lelu wearily asked in a daze.

"I have no-" Bermuda said before screaming as another pixie was slashed into glimmering cubes along with the damaged bed of the arachne. "AH! What the heck was that?"

"What's happening?" Lelu screamed as they watched pixies zipping through the air in a strange new room, with the little monstergirls being sliced and diced apart while sparks and smoke erupted from the damaged equipment.

"Holy shoot!" Max cried out, scooting away on his rear from his toppled bed. "Where are we? What is all this?"

"Is this another weird vision?" Arial asked, right before a pixie flew by and was cleaved away along with the end of one of the angel's feathers. Arial jumped in surprise from seeing the icy feather sheared off before she quickly moved away with the rest of her companions as they huddled against the back wall of the room.

"It's not a vision. It's real," Arial stated. “This is real.”

"What the fuck is going on?" Grace cried out as they watched pixies being sliced apart while the room was torn to pieces around them.

"Are those pixies?" Bermuda asked in surprise. "What are they doing here? My god, what's happening to them?"

"What is doing that?" Lelu wailed as a slice mark razed across the wall above them while a pixie was slain into glimmering cubes of light. "AHH! Make it stop!"

“Something’s killing them,” Max said in horror.

“Mara, what’s happening?” Ira demanded. “Give me a report, dammit!”

“We’re under attack!” Mara cried out. She growled and tapped a button on her wrist terminal, with her drone then trembling with a rising hum before it sent out a pulse throughout the room. As it did, the wave washed over a figure that was standing behind the screaming copycat, the rippling disturbance shifting slightly before it suddenly lunged towards Mara. The pixie yelped and dashed backwards in a blur of red light, with her drone being slashed into two halves down the middle by the wavering silhouette. 

“My precious baby! No!” Mara yelled in shock, staring in horror at seeing the drone dropping to the ground with sharp pops and bursts of green flames. With a furious roar she held out her hand and built up a red glow in her palm, the screaming pixie then firing quadrilateral blasts of energy across the room wildly.

“Who did that? Where are you hiding? Show yourself! I'm going to fucking kill you!”

"Hey, watch it!" Bermuda cried out, ducking low along with Lelu as the blasts of red energy struck the wall above them.

"For fuck's sake, why is this happening to us?" Grace demanded, holding her hands over her head. "Seriously, what did we ever do to deserve this?"

"Get down!" Max ordered, grabbing Arial and Grace as he dropped to the ground with them. Beside them Lelu and Bermuda lowered themselves as close to the floor as they could with frightened screams.

A flash of light seared through the air from one of Mara's attacks, grazing with something unseen in the room with a rippling wave of distortion emanating from the hit as a figure was seen moving around. It then sharply swung towards Mara, with the pixie yelping and evading backwards from the repeated strikes before quickly flying out of the doorway and into the hall. A streak of distorted light raced past her before striking into the wall across from the infirmary, revealing a steel feather with glowing engravings set across it lodged in the side of the corridor.

“What the hell?” Mara breathed out as she stared at it in disbelief. The feather shook before suddenly leaping off the wall into a spin as it flew back into the room. Flying over to the doorway it suddenly closed before Mara, leaving the pixie banging on the door with a furious yell.

"AH! What the fuck is going on? Who is doing this?"

The feather sharply spun through the air as it soared across the infirmary along with another that had struck a control panel next to the doorway, both of them rejoining the many others on Harrow’s wing as they reconnected with it. The Ancient harpy phased into view inside the medical bay while slowly lowering her wing to her side, her solemn gaze with glowing white rings in her eyes moving around the room before focusing on Lucy who was trembling on the floor while hunched over on her legs. The young copycat groaned while slowly sitting up, her eyes shut tight, and hands held over her ears as the ominous noise continued digging into her mind.

"What... the fuck... is that?" Grace slowly asked with wide eyes.

"What in Eden?" Bermuda breathed out.

"Her... wings," Lelu nervously squeaked.

"What is she?" Arial quietly asked.

Max and the girls stared at Harrow in surprise as the harpy stood between them and Lucy. The Ancient glanced back to them with her eerie eye, causing the group to feel a deathly chill running down their spines, before the woman turned her attention back onto Lucy.

“Mara!” Ira shouted in the command deck, showing a frustrated glare at her floating dashboard. “Mara! What happened? Where’s the captain? Is she okay?”

“Forget about that damned brat, something just destroyed my beautiful drone!” Mara cried out from the console. “What was that in there? Where did it even come from? How did it get past security? And how did it damage my perfect creation in a fucking instant? It’s not possible!”

“Who cares about your stupid machine, what about the captain?” Ira yelled back.

“I swear in the Creator’s name I’m going to fucking kill whoever just did that! Ira, get my hanger online right now! I’m heading there to mobilize our defenses. We need to act immediately before we lose the Aurora!”

“What about the captain?” Ira demanded. “You can’t just abandon her! She’s in danger, you need to get her out of there now! That is an order, do you hear me?”

“The medical bay is locked down, there’s no entry available. I have no support, my beautiful drone and your stupid crewmates were cut down in a matter of seconds. That little girl is as good as dead. Forget about the stupid kid and focus on saving the ship, that’s all that matters!”

“Dammit! Mara, you fucking bitch!” Ira yelled, bashing her dashboard with her fist. The console flickered with a static crackle as Ira growled in frustration. “I hate that girl so much. Someone, anyone, get me a status update on the captain! Security teams, report to the medical bay at once, the captain is under attack! I repeat, Captain Lucy is in imminent danger! Move it, ladies!”

“Ma’am, we’ve lost communication with the medical bay,” a pixie reported. “Camera systems are still offline in most sectors. We don’t have a visual of what’s going on.”

“The security teams are locked out, ma’am,” another announced. “They’re saying the medical bay channel is severed, they can’t jump into the room to see what’s happening. And the doorway is shut tight, the controls have been damaged. We can’t get inside!”

“So Mara was telling the truth,” Ira reluctantly said. “She really couldn’t get to Lucy. I suppose she hasn’t gone rogue just yet.”

“A repair team is being dispatched to the area,” a pixie said with a worried look. “But there’s no telling how long before they’ll be able to get the security teams through.”

“This isn’t happening,” Ira fretted, holding her head. “For crying out loud… you’re saying Captain Lucy is trapped in there with whatever attacked us? I don’t care what it takes, get our teams in there and rescue the captain right away! Child or not, she is our commanding officer, and we will not allow anything to threaten the captain of the Aurora!”

“Yes, ma’am!” the pixies around her agreed with salutes. As they resumed their duties with heightened alarm, Ira lowered her head with a worried frown before glancing back at the empty captain’s seat behind her.

“Lucy… just hang on. We’re coming, we’re going to get you out of there. Just please… stay alive.”

Shaking her head, Lucy then looked around with a weary mewl, with the damaged infirmary, flickering lights, and an ominous darkness surrounding her drawing a nervous frown from the copycat. What lights remained wavered and popped while smoke was coming from the destroyed equipment in the room, and an eerie whisper of strange noise remained in her ears despite her rubbing one with an annoyed grimace.

"What... what happened? Where did everyone go?" she asked, seeing nobody else in the room with her. "Ira? Anyone? What... what's going on? Ira?"

She got back onto her feet before staggering as the ominous screech in her ears drew a tired grunt from her. Shaking it off, she looked around at the destroyed medical bay with worried eyes, however upon turning around she jumped from seeing someone standing there with her.

"Mom?" she cried out, staring in surprise at Eirene who walked up to her with a solemn look on her face. "Is that... really you?"

"Lucy, there you are," the woman said, hugging her daughter. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

“Mom!” Lucy wailed with a shaky cry, something Max and the girls stared at with puzzlement as it appeared like the girl was holding nobody while talking to herself.

"Mom, I'm so glad you're here!" Lucy whined, burying her face in the woman's chest. "I don't know what's going on anymore, everything has been so crazy and scary and- wait, what are you doing here? How did you get here?"

“Never mind me, what are you doing here, Lucy?” Eirene shouted, stunning the girl. “I have been looking everywhere for you! What in Eden’s name do you think you’re doing?”

“I… but… I…”

“But nothing! Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in, young lady?” Eirene scolded. “I heard you were the one who boarded this ship and took it for a wild joyride across Eden! What were you thinking? Don’t you know how dangerous and reckless that was?”

“I’m sorry, mom,” Lucy whimpered. “I really am. I just… I didn’t mean to find this thing. It was an accident.”

“An accident?” Eirene mockingly repeated. “You just accidentally came across this ship and you accidentally got inside of it, and then you, once again, accidentally started up the ship and launched it into the unknown? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“But it was an accident, mom, I swear!” Lucy pleaded. “I don’t even remember how I got inside, it just happened. I mean one minute I’m heading back home from the dig site, and I know what you’re going to say, I shouldn’t have been down there, but that’s not important right now so let’s just forget about that, okay? Anyway I was heading home and the next thing I knew everything just started shaking and falling apart, and then I fell into a lake, and I lost all my treasures I found, not that I took anything from the dig site, they were just some cool things I found that nobody else did. That’s all. And then I… and then… I thought I drowned. Everything was falling apart, and rocks were crashing down around me, and… everything went dark… and then the next thing I knew I woke up inside here.”

Eirene watched her carefully while Harrow did so from beside the girl, the harpy examining the girl’s remorseful frown before tilting her head slightly with a small murmur.

“Is that what happened?” Eirene questioned. “You were sneaking around the dig site and… you just fell on top of the Aurora? That’s how you discovered it?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“And you don’t even know how you got onboard the ship in the first place?” Eirene asked with a raised eyebrow. “You were drowning in a lake one moment and then you just woke up inside here the next?”

“That’s what happened, I swear,” Lucy promised. Eirene stared at her with a blank expression while Harrow rolled her eyes with a slight shake of her head.

“Calamity, you are never going to hear the end of this,” the harpy quietly remarked to herself.

“That’s what really happened, mom, you have to believe me,” Lucy said, nodding. She then showed a puzzled look. “Wait, hold on a sec. How did you know what this ship was called? Did you know about it? And how did you even get here?”

“Who is she talking to?” Lelu worried. “Has she gone crazy?”

“She’s seeing things,” Grace cautioned. “She didn’t notice us at all, but she thinks she’s seeing her mom right now.”

“It’s like what happened to us,” Bermuda realized. “Her mind is being played with. But… that means…”

Max and the girls turned to Harrow as the Ancient harpy glanced over to them with her glowing eye.

“She’s doing that to her,” Max softly said. “She’s causing the hallucinations. It’s because of her.”

“Mom?” Lucy worriedly asked. “What’s going on? What are you doing here?”

“I came to bring you home, of course,” Eirene told her with a slight smile. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”

“How did you get here though?”

“She brought me,” Eirene said, glancing to the side. Lucy turned to see a harpy coming into view beside the elder copycat, the winged monstergirl dressed in a white silk shawl with a long white and black skirt. Her brown feathered wings matched the color of her hair that was held in a fluffy ponytail while her green eyes observed the little girl who looked at her curiously.

“Who’s that?” Lucy asked, her empty gaze aimed off to the side at nobody while Harrow smirked slightly as she stood behind the girl.

“This is my friend. Harrow,” Eirene slyly said with a smirk. “The Aurora belongs to her, Lucy. At least it did, until somebody stole it from her.”

“I… um…” Lucy quietly said with a nervous look.

“You and I are going to have a long talk after we get home, young lady,” Eirene warned. “For now, you are going to apologize to this poor woman for taking her property, and then you are going to give it back to her.”

“But, mom!” Lucy whined.

“No buts!” Eirene roared, surprising the girl. “I have had it with you taking everything you get your hands on. Day after day it’s nothing but trouble you cause me because of this horrible habit of yours, and that nonsense ends today! Now I don’t want to hear any arguing with me, Lucy, this is not up for discussion. You have taken this woman’s property and severely damaged it. You are going to say you’re sorry and then you are going to give it back, do you hear me?”

“But-”

“Lucy!” Eirene yelled, her voice booming and causing the little copycat to hop with a squeak. Lucy gulped as she saw the furious look her mother was giving her before turning to the harpy who watched her with an eyebrow raised and a solemn look on her face.

“Um…” Lucy said, hesitating before looking down with a pout. “Sorry.”

“To her, not the ground,” Eirene scolded. Lucy twitched before peeking up at Harrow again.

“I’m sorry,” she quietly said.

“I should hope you are, child,” Harrow’s illusion said. “Now, let’s set right what has gone wrong here, shall we?”

“Fine,” Lucy moped, taking the ID card off her neck. She held it out towards Harrow who merely shook her head at the girl.

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple, my dear. You cannot just hand that to me and have everything as it was. As I understand it, you have been registered as the new captain of the Aurora. That is true, isn’t it?”

“Um… I guess so,” Lucy said with a frown.

“Indeed. As such, even if you give me that badge now, it won’t change the fact that the Aurora and its systems now recognize you as its commanding officer.”

“It won’t?” Lucy wondered.

“No. In fact, were a horrible accident to befall you now and remove you from the mortal realm, even then I could not take that badge and assume command of my ship again. Control over it would fall back onto the first officer of this vessel, and that would… complicate this process even more for me. As you can see, you’ve made quite a mess for all of us, Lucy.”

“I’m sorry. So what do you want me to do then?” Lucy asked.

“It’s quite simple. We need to go to the command deck. There you will need to formally relinquish control of the ship to me. Only then will I be in full command over the Aurora.”

“Let’s go, little lady,” Eirene ordered, snapping her fingers towards the door. “March your butt over to the command deck and do as she says.”

“But, mom,” Lucy sulked with a pout towards Harrow. “It’s not fair. I found this ship, it should belong to me.”

“You didn’t find it, you stole it,” Eirene snapped, walking around behind her daughter. “You had no business being anywhere near this ship, let alone taking it as you have. Now quit stalling and get moving. Return the ship to Harrow and we can put this whole ugly mess behind us.”

“But… but…” Lucy whined, looking down with a grimace. Eirene scowled at the girl before holding her by the shoulders, with her tail whipping around before spiking through the little girl’s ear and out the other. Lucy spasmed with a shaky utterance as everything in her mind went blank, leaving only the horrible screech that grew louder in her head to blind her thoughts as a dreadful chill ran down her spine.

“Don’t argue with me,” Eirene growled, her voice echoing in Lucy’s mind. “I am your mother and you will do as I say, or else I will be very upset with you. Do you understand?”

“Yes… mom,” Lucy groaned while wavering atop her feet, her eyes unfocused and body twitching. “I’m sorry… I’ll do as you say. Please don’t be mad at me.”

"You are going to do everything this lady tells you to. You are going to do whatever she asks of you, whatever must be done to correct the horrible mistake you have made," Eirene sternly said. "And afterwards, you are going to accept your punishment for all the trouble you caused. Am I clear, young lady?"

"Yes," Lucy whimpered. "I understand, mom."

“Good. Now, get going,” Eirene hissed before vanishing. Lucy trembled with a weak mewl before looking up at Harrow, the harpy smirking at her while her eyes gave off a faint glow of white rings in them briefly.

“Let’s go, Lucy,” she said before waving her on.

“Okay,” Lucy uttered while lowering her head.

“What’s wrong with her?” Lelu feared. “What is talking about? She’s not even speaking to anyone.”

“She doesn’t see anyone around her,” Grace cautioned. “Not even that weird harpy right next to her. She’s seeing things just like we were.”

“Is that monster the one responsible for what happened to us earlier?” Bermuda asked in disbelief. “Is she the one that… killed everyone outside?”

Lucy started walking towards the doorway while the real Harrow watched with her glowing eyes.

“Wait one moment, child,” Harrow said, with Lucy halting and lowering her head in a trance. The Ancient then turned her haunting gaze towards Max and the girls, all of them watching in silent trepidation as the harpy slowly walked towards them.

“I must ask, who are you children?” she said while tilting her head slightly. “How did you get here? And how are you still alive?”

“We… um… sort of fell in?” Lelu replied with a small cringe.

"Is that so? I must say, it's rather peculiar how you children keep falling into this ship the way you have. Really now, what are the odds?"

“You’re the one, aren’t you?” Max asked, with Harrow looking at him with her solemn gaze. “The noise we’ve been hearing, the terrible visions that have been plaguing us, everyone that died outside; it’s all been because of you, hasn’t it?”

“Oh?” Harrow wondered. “You’ve heard my song, have you? Yet you have not fallen from it. How very surprising.”

“It was you,” Lelu realized. “You were the one pushing all those horrible thoughts into our heads. Why? Why are you doing this?”

“Simple. I wanted you to die,” Harrow calmly replied, shocking them. “But here you are, alive and well. This is quite unexpected. First that one over there manages to steal this ship from us by the most inconceivable amount of luck, and now you have managed to come this far without succumbing to my song. I must say, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes I wouldn’t have believed any of it.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Grace shouted at her. “Goddammit, who are you anyway?”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Harrow assured her. “We’ll have plenty of time to get better acquainted soon enough. First, I must deal with the mess that little brat has caused, but afterwards I intend to spend some quality time with you insolent bugs. I wish to better… understand you.”

“To better understand us?” Bermuda slowly repeated.

“Yes. You see, I’m simply at a loss for how you pathetic insects managed to live after hearing my song. It’s absurd. It’s unbelievable. And quite frankly, I’m a little ashamed because of it. Yet, I am intrigued. There are so few who can resist my song, and of those few, I wish to learn more from them. I wish to learn how to improve my song, to make it even better and more effective.”

“I don’t think I like where this is going,” Lelu whined.

“When I return, I’m going to pick around inside those heads of yours,” Harrow coldly spoke. “If what you’ve experienced so far hasn’t invoked true horror and terror within you, then I will find what shall. I’ll find that which leaves you stricken in fear like you have never imagined. I’ll sing you a personal song, my honored guests, one that is sure to strangle the very life out of you. That I promise.”

“You’re fucking crazy,” Grace shakily said.

“Why are you doing this?” Max asked. “Why are you making everyone see such horrible things? Why are you killing them like this?”

“I told you,” Harrow replied, a faint smile seen on her face for a moment. “I want you all to die. I want you all to suffer as much as possible before you leave this world. And that’s exactly what you’re going to do.”

Max and the girls watched her nervously before seeing Arial glaring at the Ancient while forming her ice claws.

“You’re the one that interfered with my mission,” Arial cursed. “You’re the one that got in my way of dealing with that damned traitor. You’re the one that’s been haunting me with these accursed hallucinations. You will pay for this.”

“Really? And just who is going to make me?” Harrow asked.

Arial growled as her hair froze over before she dashed towards the harpy, her claw being used to knock aside a broken bed that flew across the room and crashed into the wall before she swung at the Ancient. Harrow hopped back before she appeared to phase away, her image then being seen both behind and to the side of Arial that the angel growled at. With furious swings, Arial swung her claws around, slashing through another broken bed with sparks flying out from the torn steel, along with both images of Harrow that dissolved away from the strikes.

“Where are you?” Arial demanded, looking around quickly. “Show yourself and face your judgement.”

She saw Harrow out of the corner of her eye again and again, however wasn’t able to keep the Ancient in her sights as the woman seemed to move around constantly while merely watching the angel with a cold stare from all over the room.

“Are all angels this headstrong and foolish?” Harrow asked, her voice echoing around Arial as the angel frantically searched for any sign of her foe. With a flicker from the lights above, Harrow came into view behind Arial, surprising the angel before she swung back with her frozen claw. The Ancient deflected the strike away with her steel wing, bashed Arial in the gut with her knee and such force that it knocked the gasping angel into the air, then snatched the girl with her foot before slamming her into the ground which dented from the heavy impact. Arial’s head rocked back with a dazed grunt, her hazy vision seeing Max and the girls upside-down as they stared at her in shock before she slowly looked up at the harpy standing over her.

"Arial!" Max cried out.

"My god," Bermuda shakily said. "How strong is she anyway?"

“Tell me,” Harrow requested with a raised eyebrow. “I am slightly curious. Was this traitor you speak of another angel like yourself? A particularly annoying and loudmouthed one at that? One by the name of Valentina?”

“Valentina is no angel like me," Arial scorned, struggling to move the harpy's foot that kept her pinned down. "She is a renegade and a traitor to the grand order. I am going to put her down for good just as soon as I make you pay for messing with me like this."

“I suppose it is true that she didn't exactly behave as a holy maiden of the heavens,” Harrow agreed with a small shrug. “She was, however, a rather persistent bother. I thought the first time I dealt with her she wouldn’t have survived our little encounter, or at least learned not to get in my way, but it seemed as though I wasn’t thorough enough with teaching her that lesson.”

“The first time?” Bermuda repeated. “Wait… you were the one that gravely injured Valentina? You were the one that nearly killed her?”

“Yes,” Harrow admitted with a slow nod. “Though to be fair, I didn’t lay a feather on her then. I merely watched as she struck herself down for me. Still, it seemed that wasn’t enough to keep her down. The foolish little bird chose to fly towards me again rather than far, far away as she should have. That proved to be her last mistake in life.”

“Her last mistake?” Max worried. “But… no. You don’t mean… you couldn’t have… you didn’t…”

“Did you… kill her?” Bermuda asked in disbelief.

“Yes,” Harrow said, surprising them. “I did.”

“What?” Arial questioned. “You did? You killed her?”

Harrow nodded at her as the young angel stared at her in stunned silence.

“There was another angel here?” Lelu asked.

“And she killed her?” Grace said, pointing at Harrow.

“How could you?” Arial scorned. “How dare you do that. She was mine to kill! She was my target! I was the one who should have had the honor of killing her!”

"I would say I'm sorry for depriving you of that opportunity," Harrow plainly said. "But it would be an outright lie. The truth is I enjoyed crushing the life out of her. The look she had on her face as she died, it was truly divine."

“I don't understand,” Grace said, confused. “Arial was after another angel besides us? Just who all was she sent down here to kill anyway?”

“What exactly did we miss after leaving the monastery?” Lelu questioned.

"But how could you have killed Valentina?" Bermuda asked, earning a glance from Harrow. "An adult angel is one of the most, if not the most, strongest monsters in Eden. How could you have defeated her?"

"Quite easily, actually," Harrow replied. “Observe.”

She then clutched her talons around Arial, razing them through the ground with sparks and sharp screeches, before they dug into her back, the frozen wings on the screaming angel cracking from the pressure as the girl was being crushed in the harpy’s foot.

“Arial! No!” Max cried out, staring in shock as the angel wailed in agony while writing in pain. Her arms were pinned at her sides, her wings flinched and cracked below her, and the sheer force being applied to the young angel was enough to cause her face to turn red.

“Stop it! You’re hurting her!” Lelu begged.

“Fucking hell. She’s crushing her like a bug,” Grace said in horror.

“Her strength… it’s unreal,” Bermuda feared.

“Stop it!” Max yelled, running forward and grabbing Harrow’s leg. He tried pulling it away from Arial while the Ancient merely watched him with her glowing eyes. “Leave her alone! You’re going to kill her! Stop it right now!”

“Why do you care, human?” Harrow wondered. “In fact, what are you even doing here to begin with? You’re surrounded by monsters. Monsters that will soon rape you to death. You are aware of this, aren’t you?”

“No they won’t!” Max shouted at her. “They’re not like that! They would never do that to me, I know they wouldn’t! Now let her go, dammit, you’re hurting her!”

“Oh, is that what you think?” Harrow asked. Max tried pulling on the harpy’s leg again before a deafening screech blasted in his ears, causing the boy to drop to the ground holding his head as everything around him faded into darkness.

“You must know what monsters do to your kind in this world,” Harrow warned.

Max started to get up before he was suddenly tackled to the ground, the boy shaking off the hit before seeing Grace sitting atop him with a lustful, crazed smile on her face.

“Max,” she growled before holding his hands down and forcibly kissing him. The wild elf mauled him with affection before biting his ear with a hungry snarl. “I’m not waiting any more for this. I’m going to fuck you until you cum dust.”

“Grace, what are you-” Max exclaimed before he was quickly yanked off the ground with the elf vanishing into black smoke. With a startled cry he swung around and slammed against a post before seeing his arms tied above him and his legs bound to the pole. He then noticed Lelu grabbing his head and kissing him deeply, the centaur growling like an animal before she leaned back with a wild look in her eye.

“It’s in their nature, you know,” Harrow’s voice whispered in his ear. “To rape your kind. To use them. To abuse them. To kill them.”

“I’ve been waiting forever to do this,” Lelu purred, ripping away Max’s pants before she turned around with her rear facing him. The girl looked back at him over her shoulder with an intense amount of lust in her eyes, something he had never seen her show before.

“Let’s make a baby, Max.”

“Lelu, stop! What’s come over you?” he cried out. In a flash everything was ripped away from him before he snapped into place in midair, with the centaur having vanished and replaced by Bermuda who smiled hungrily at the boy caught in her web.

“You’re mine now, Max,” she giggled before skittering forward and kissing him repeatedly. “You’re all- mine- now! Forever- and ever- and ever!”

“They’re not your friends, you foolish boy. They are your certain demise,” Harrow stated.

“Bermuda! Stop!” Max exclaimed before the arachne held him close while licking her lips. Her hand reached down for his crotch while the other held his head near hers, with Max seeing all eight of her eyes staring at him like a hungry beast.

“I’m never letting you go, Max. Never,” Bermuda heavily purred. “And I’m never going to stop milking every drop of love out of you either.”

Before Max could speak, the world around him ripped away in all directions once more, with the boy landing on his back with a grunt before seeing Arial sitting atop him. Her wings were arched overhead, her hands holding his down, and her blue eyes were staring so intently into his that he could easily see what she was thinking despite her usual lack of expression. She leaned down and licked his ear before whispering into it.

“You’re mine now, human,” she purred before leaning back. “Your seed belongs to me, and only me. That is your only fate.”

“Arial, stop,” Max pleaded, seeing the angel lifting herself up to mount him while holding the boy down with an immovable grip.

“Why protect them when this is the only outcome for you?” Harrow wondered. “This is the only way it will end for you should you keep them near.”

The world around Max tore away in a blur, with the boy wavering in a daze before he was suddenly atop his feet with all four of the monstergirls latching onto him. Their hands moved all over his body, grabbing him however they could, while they repeatedly pulled him into fierce kisses with the others licking him with animalistic growls. The lustful looks in their eyes, the way they roughly handled him as they swarmed the boy from all sides, and their passionate yet frightening moans all caused Max to cry out as he was unable to free himself from them.

“You’re not their friend,” Harrow said. “You’re their prey. It’s time you woke up and saw the truth. They were never going to be anything else but your enemy.”

In a flash everything was torn away from Max, leaving the boy reeling from the powerful vision before shaking his head with a strained grunt. He then realized he was back in the damaged room with everyone. With Harrow’s leg being held in his arms, he slowly looked around to seeing Lelu, Grace, and Bermuda watching him worriedly from nearby, Harrow keeping her glowing eyes on him from above, and Arial who was whimpering at him with a strained look on her face.

“So, don’t you think you’re acting quite foolishly?” Harrow mused. “If anything, me killing them would be doing you a favor, wouldn’t you agree?”

Max watched Arial as she weakly struggled in the Ancient’s grip. The angel kept her saddened eyes on him while a few icy tears fell from her cheeks, the sight of her being trapped and in pain like this drawing a familiar feeling out from Max.

“Now why don’t you step aside and let me deal with them,” Harrow proposed. “After all, knowing the truth about them as you do, you must see that you don't actually want to save them. Deep down inside, you want them to die, don't you? You want to see them fall before you. You want these monsters to die before they can attack you. Admit it. You don't actually think they're worth dying for, right?”

“Max,” Arial quietly said. “She’s right. I’m not worth dying over. I’m just a weapon, remember? I’m just a tool of the heavens. I’m a monster. I’m a horrible monster. Don’t throw your life away for me.”

Lowering his head, Max slowly shook it as he felt something building within, something he couldn’t keep repressed for long.

“Shut up,” he softly said, earning a worried look from Arial and a curious one from Harrow. After a moment he then screamed loudly. “Both of you just shut up! Stop talking like that, stop saying that crap over and over again! I’ve had enough of it!”

“Max?” Arial asked.

“You are not a weapon, Arial!” Max yelled at her, surprising the girl. “You are not a mere object for angels to throw around, you are not a mindless, soulless person! You are a wonderful girl who deserves to have a real life, with real friends, with real experiences, and see the world for how it really is! You don’t deserve to be pushed around like this, you don’t deserve to be cast aside so callously, or have your life taken away by goddamned assholes in the sky! Dammit, you matter, Arial! Your life matters! I know this because it matters to me!”

“Max,” Arial breathed out.

“She’s not a monster like you say!” Max shouted at Harrow with tears forming in his eyes. “None of them are! They’re not monsters like you! They’re not monsters at all! They’re all kind, caring, amazing girls! I trust them with my life, I know I can, because there isn’t anything evil about them!”

Harrow merely raised an eyebrow at him as he continued.

“Bermuda is an incredible person! She’s caring and generous to a fault, she’s an awesome sorceress with so much magical talent, and it doesn’t matter that she was born as an arachne because she’s beautiful from head to all eight of her legs! She’s perfect just the way she is, you hear me? Perfect! She’s nothing like a monster in this world, nothing at all! And if you can’t see that then you’re as blind as a goddamn bat!”

“Oh… Max,” Bermuda said with a bashful smile.

“Grace isn’t a monster either,” Max growled. “She can be rough sometimes and her spirit is as energetic and tough as they come, but she’s not an evil monster like you claim her to be! She’s an amazing girl with so much life in her soul, she’s going to become a remarkable archer someday because of how talented and passionate she is, and she’s just like what the stories about elves said in that she’s one of the most beautiful girls I’ve ever seen!”

“Oh… fuck,” Grace shakily said as she held a hand to her blushing face.

“And Lelu most certainly isn’t a monster!” Max continued as he felt something swelling within him. “She’s a kind, caring, sweet, innocent girl who turned my life around and opened my eyes to what real monsters are! She isn’t a monster! She’s nothing like you! Ever since I met her I’ve come to see that clear as day! She became my first real friend! My best friend! And I don’t give a damn if she is part horse, I wouldn’t change a thing about her! She’s the most gorgeous and perfect centaur in all of Eden!”

“Max,” Lelu squeaked while holding her cheeks, the girl blushing brightly alongside Grace and Bermuda.

“I’ve had enough of everyone messing with them!” Max yelled out in frustration. “The Sisterhood! The angels! And even you! Goddammit, leave them alone already! They don’t deserve to be treated this way! I’m not going to let you hurt them anymore, do you hear me? I won’t let you!”

“Is that so?” Harrow mused, tilting her head. “How very strange to hear a human saying such things. And all for lowly monsters no less. Do these pitiful creatures really mean that much to you? Are you prepared die for them even?”

“Of course I would die for them; I LOVE THEM!” Max screamed at her. He then jumped with a startle as all fell quiet, with Harrow watching him with a slight amount of curiosity as he realized what he had just said. Slowly he looked down to Arial, seeing the angel staring at him in speechless awe as she clearly showed a surprised expression. Turning towards the wall, he saw Lelu, Grace, and Bermuda also staring at him in marvel, the three girls slowly lowering their hands while their jaws did the same.

“Max?” Lelu quietly said. “Is that… true?”

“You… do love us?” Grace asked.

“You really… feel that way about us?” Bermuda softly said.

“Even me?” Arial quietly asked.

“I…” Max managed to say before he lost his voice.

“How touching,” Harrow said, getting their attention. Without pause she kicked her leg forward, throwing Max across the room and into the wall above the girls with a hard impact. Before he could fall to the ground, Harrow swung her wing sharply, casting out a steel feather that spun through the air before spiking Max to the wall through his shoulder.

“AHHH!” Max screamed, grabbing the feather which sliced his fingers from the touch.

“MAX!” Lelu, Grace, and Bermuda cried out in horror.

“No!” Arial shouted. “Max!”

“If you’re going to speak such bold words as that,” Harrow warned. “Then you’d best be prepared to back them up, boy.”

The feather flew out of Max and back to Harrow where it connected to her wing that she swung before her, leaving Max to drop to the ground screaming while holding his bloodied shoulder.

“Max! Max!” Lelu wailed, kneeling down and holding him with teary eyes.

“Oh my god, are you okay?” Grace panicked, hastily crawling over to him and holding his hand.

“Max, say something!” Bermuda begged. “Speak to us!”

Max cringed with a strained cry through gritted teeth, the boy then showing a weary glare towards Harrow as the Ancient smirked at him. The harpy glanced down to Arial who was looking over at Max with a worried expression before she threw the angel over into a tumble in front of the group.

“You might want to put some ice on that,” Harrow said. Arial collapsed in front of Max with a weak grunt, the angel struggling to move while her wings flinched behind her. Max and the girls looked at her with remorse before turning to Harrow in frustration as she slowly eyed each of them.

“It seems you all care about him as well. How curious. At least this will make for some interesting fun later. I must leave you now to handle more important matters, but fear not. I will return, and I’ll let you dance to a special song just for you. I do wonder… I wonder how much agony and terror I can instill in you before you finally die. I can’t wait to find out.”

With a dry chuckle, she then turned and walked past Lucy who continued to stand still while twitching in a trance. The Ancient used her wing to slice into the door with a flurry of sparks, something she yanked out and then thrust back through a few times as she destroyed the side of the door and its frame. Using her foot she grabbed the mangled door and crushed it with her talons, the harpy then throwing it aside into a wall where it crashed through broken terminals with bright flashes and a small explosion of fire.

“Let’s go, child,” Harrow said, waving Lucy on.

“Alright,” Lucy weakly replied, the girl then slowly walking forward with Harrow following her. As they came out into the hall, Harrow glanced around to see dozens of pixies hovering in the air throughout the corridor, all of them quickly taking aim at her with green light building up in their hands.

"It's the intruder!"

"Hold it right there!"

"Captain, are you okay?"

"What the..." a pixie said in surprise. "That monster... she bears the white diamond emblem."

"White diamond? But that means-"

"She's an Ancient!" another cried out, with all the pixies hopping in alarm. "That's an Ancient aboard the Aurora!"

"How did an Ancient get onboard?"

"Destroy it at once!"

Harrow scoffed before holding her wing near Lucy's neck, causing the pixies to freeze with squeaks as they saw the razor-sharp feathers held under the girl's chin.

"Hold your fire! Hold your fire!"

"Don't shoot! She has the captain as a hostage!"

"Let her go now or else, you damned monster!"

From the ceiling, shimmering cubes flowed downward from one of the glowing engravings before Ira phased into view from them.

“Alright, what is going on here? What’s the status on-” she demanded, then jumped in surprise at seeing Lucy and Harrow.

"Captain! What is this? Are you okay? And who the hell are you- wait. No... it can't be. Is that... an Ancient?"

“Why am I not surprised to see more of you accursed remnants infesting this ship?” Harrow dryly remarked.

“You… you’re the one who struck us out of the breach,” Ira cursed. “You’re the one that hit us with that psionic pulse. I should have known a despicable monster such as you was behind this attack.”

"She has the captain hostage, ma'am. What are your orders?" a pixie asked.

"What do we do in this situation? Tell us!"

"I have an idea," Harrow mused. "Lucy, order them all to stand down at once."

"Okay," Lucy said, holding her head with a cringe as the noise blared in her ears. She then looked to the pixies with an empty-eyed stare. "I order all of you... to not hurt her. Don't hurt her, that's an order."

"What?" Ira cried out. "Captain, don't say that! Think about what you're doing!"

"That's an order, Ira!" Lucy shouted back while twitching. "Nobody... hurt her. Do not hurt Harrow. None of you are to attack her. That... is a direct order... from your captain."

"Lucy... no," Ira breathed out. "Please, don't give us that order. Oh Creator, what has she done to you? Snap out of it, you don't know what you're saying."

"That is an order from your captain, understand?" Lucy demanded.

Ira held her tongue as she saw the hollow look in Lucy's eyes. She turned to Harrow in frustration as she held in her growl before lowering her head with eyes shut tight.

"As you... command, captain. Everyone stand down. Stand down now!"

"But, ma'am-" a pixie started to protest.

"Stand down! That is the captain's order! Do not hurt... the Ancient."

All the pixies looked at Lucy in dismay before slowly lowering their arms and dissolving the green glows in their hands. Ira watched Lucy with remorse before glaring at Harrow.

"What have you done to her? Release the captain at once!"

"No, I don't think I will," Harrow remarked before glancing behind at the other children. "Lucy, order the pixies to keep those troublemakers here for me. I will deal with them after I'm done with you."

Lucy looked back into the medical bay, her eyes seeing twisted versions of Max and the girls as they were shouting and snarling at her while chained to the wall.

"Okay," she softly said before turning to the pixies. "I order you to keep those troublemakers here for Harrow. Do not let them escape."

"But, captain," a pixie worried.

"That is an order. Understand?" Lucy firmly stated. The pixies looked to the children in defeat before nodding at the copycat.

"Yes, captain," they sadly replied. "As you command."

"That's a good girl," Harrow quipped at Lucy. "Now let's get going, shall we?"

"Yes, Harrow," Lucy droned before they started walking down the hall together.

"Dammit, what are you up to, you monster?" Ira shouted. "What are you going to do to her? She's just a young girl, let her go!"

Harrow came to a stop with Lucy at her side, the Ancient slowly looking back to Ira for a moment before examining the copycat who remained still in a trance.

"You care about this bug, don't you?" Harrow wondered.

"Please, don't hurt her," Ira begged. "She's just a kid. Whatever it is you’re doing, just leave her out of it."

After a moment's pause, Harrow looked back towards Ira with a derisive smile.

"How cute. The remnant has taken a liking to a lowly bug. Well, if she means that much to you, I'll be sure to enjoy this to the fullest."

"What are you talking about?" Ira feared. "What are you planning to do with her?"

"Simple. She's going to relinquish command of the Aurora to me," Harrow said, with the pixies gasping in dread. "She's going to return that which she stole from us. Afterwards, well..."

With a small chuckle, Harrow observed the little copycat while brushing the girl's hair with her wing. She then glanced to Ira with a cold smirk on her face.

"I believe as my first order to all of you filthy remnants, I'll have you watch as I throw this girl into a nightmare so terrifying that she tears herself apart right before your eyes."

"No," Ira breathed out in horror. "You can't. You can't do this! She's just a child, you bitch!"

"I wonder who will scream more for me. Her, or you," Harrow mused with a small laugh. Guiding Lucy with her, the two made their way down the hallway while Ira screamed in anger.

"Damn you, you accursed Ancient!" the pixie yelled. "You'll pay for this, you hear me? You'll pay!"

Shaking her head with a furious cry, the little woman then looked around to seeing all the pixies watching her in trepidation. Turning to the medical bay, she saw Max and the girls also watching them while huddled close against the far wall of the destroyed room, a nervous frown coming over Ira as she lowered her head and quietly spoke to herself.

"Oh, Creator. Please let this be a horrible dream. Please."




Chapter 14

Hope In Sight

It was common for everyone to experience misfortune in their lives even when their outlook initially seemed hopeful. A pleasant trek through the land with loved ones could be ruined by dreadful weather or murderous bandits. Working up the courage to speak to that pretty girl down the street all those years may have been for naught after being captured and taken away by lustful monstergirls. Or possibly discovering some long-lost relic that was extremely valuable but also cursed and could ultimately lead to your demise. Disaster could be waiting around any corner, ready to pull you down into absolute misery without warning or remorse.

Of course, so too could be hope, and a chance to turn defeat into victory. 

*****

Hastily knocking away broken pieces of the medical room on the floor, Bermuda managed to collect a handful of white bandages that she scurried over towards Max and the other girls. The arachne quickly started wrapping them around Max's wounded shoulder while Lelu held his head against her chest with fearful whimpers, the centaur watching the boy struggling against the pain he was in with teary eyes. Beside them Grace used a few of the bandages for Max's hands, the elf shakily breathing as she tried to hold in her own tears from seeing him in such a state. As Bermuda finished putting the bandages around his shoulder which were already turning red with blood, Arial rested her hands over the injury with a soothing chill while watching the boy with noticeable concern.

"You're going to be okay, Max," Bermuda insisted. "Don’t worry, we’re here for you. You're going to be okay."

"Oh, Max," Lelu sniveled. "My poor Max. I'm so sorry this happened."

"Just breathe, Max," Grace said. "Just breathe. You're going to get through this."

"Does this help with the pain, Max?" Arial softly asked.

"Girls," Max grunted, his eyes slowly opening as he forced a shaky smile while looking around at them. "I'm okay... I'll be okay. Really. It's just... a scratch. I'm fine. Are you girls okay though? She didn't hurt you, did she?"

"For crying out loud," Bermuda said, shaking her head with a troubled smile. "You're the one that's bleeding all over the floor, and yet you're worried about us?"

"We're okay, Max," Lelu whimpered. "But what about you? You're seriously hurt."

"Stop trying to act so tough in front of us," Grace said, quickly wiping away her tears. "You're the one that's in terrible shape here. Focus on yourself for once, would you?"

"Just rest, okay?" Bermuda insisted. "Oh, Max. That goddamn monster is going to pay for what she did to you."

"Not to mention what she did to all of us," Grace added with a growl. "She was the one pushing all those fucked up things into our heads. I'm going to roast that bird over a fire the first chance I get."

"What in the world have we gotten mixed up in?" Lelu worried. Looking over to the side, she saw pixies hovering near the doorway watching them, the little monstergirls whispering to one another while more were seen flying through the hallway in a hurry.

"Who are these pixies? Is this vessel theirs? And that scary looking harpy, where did she come from? It's all so strange and confusing."

"Max, are you sure you're going to be alright?" Bermuda asked as she saw the boy taking a few sharp breaths.

"I'm okay. Really. Wait, what about Arial?" he asked, turning to the angel. "Arial, are you okay? I'm sorry I wasn't able to stop her from hurting you. I tried to stop her, I really did."

"Why, Max?" Arial breathed out. "Why do you care about me? Why do you keep risking your life to save mine? I'm not worth it. I'm not."

"I told you before, your life matters, Arial."

"But I'm a monster!" Arial argued with him. "I'm a monster! Why don't you hate me, or fear me, or want me dead? I came down here to kill your friends, don't you despise me for that? I've killed so many people in my life, I've sent so many souls down to the underworld just as I was trained to do ever since I could remember, doesn’t that anger you? I'm a terrible monster, Max! Why don't you see this?"

"You're not a monster, Arial," Max assured, surprising her. "You're just a young girl who had her life stolen from her. I don't blame you for what you've done in the past. I don't hate you because of your reasons for coming here. You were only doing as you were told. You only knew how to do as you were told. I blame the angels that wanted to turn you into their weapon, that made you do all the horrible things you did. The lives you've taken, the blood you've spilled, it was all because of them. They're the real monsters, not you."

"How can you look at me and not see what I really am?" Arial softly asked.

"I do see you, Arial. I see a poor girl who had her life, her future, all taken away from her. I see a girl who thinks she's a mere object and not someone with a soul of her own. I see someone worth protecting in this world."

Arial started whimpering and shaking her head, with more icy tears coming from her eyes with most of them freezing solid and dropping off her cheeks.

“I’m a monster. You’re human. You’re not supposed to care about me like this. You’re not supposed to like me at all. I’m just a weapon. I’m just… a weapon.”

With a gentle smile, Max held a hand to her cheek.

"I told you before. A weapon wouldn't cry for me. But a girl with a real heart would."

Stifling her sobs for only a short moment, the angel then burst out crying as she lunged forward, hugging Max and knocking Grace away. Max held in his scream from having his body forcibly embraced by the powerful angel, however the cold aura she exuded did help mask the pain he was in which brought some relief.

"Max!" Arial cried, burying her face in his good shoulder.

"Hey, what do you think you're doing?" Lelu shouted, struggling to pull Max away.

"Get off him this instant, you fucking bitch!" Grace yelled as she tried pulling on the angel.

"Don't crush him!" Bermuda exclaimed.

"It's alright. I'm okay," Max tried to reassure them with a strained grunt before smiling weakly. He lightly chuckled before he gently held the angel, watching her with empathy as she cried while holding him close.

"It's okay, Arial. It's all okay."

The girls watched Max holding Arial while comforting her, with the angel's shaky cries filling the silence between them. For each of the girls, the sight of Max and Arial reminded them of when they too were held by the boy when they needed it the most. For Lelu, the memory of him holding her while she wept next to her mother's grave flashed before her eyes. For Grace, it was when she dropped onto him through the magical gateway from Green Haven, with Max holding the frightened and exhausted girl in his kitchen. And for Bermuda, she recalled how Max had held her after she nearly killed herself from the nightmarish visions.

"Oh, Max," Lelu gently said.

"You're just too fucking nice," Grace softly admitted.

"You really are so protective of us," Bermuda praised.

The girls exchanged silent looks with each other before seeing Arial leaning back in her embrace, the angel sniffling with teary eyes as she saw Max smiling at her.

"Do you really love me, Max?" she softly asked, with the boy pausing for a moment before jumping with a startle.

"Uh... I..." he said, then noticed the other girls watching him closely now.

"Max?" Lelu wondered. "Is what you said earlier true?"

"Do you love us?" Grace asked. "All of us?"

"All those things you said about us, is that how you truly feel?" Bermuda said.

"I... I..." Max slowly said, then fell quiet as he remembered what he said about them. He looked from one girl to the next, each of them waiting with bated breath while watching him with wonder. After thinking about it, he slowly breathed out and lowered his head as it became clear to him.

"You girls mean so much to me. Having you in my life has made it so much better, so much livelier, and so much more exciting. I didn’t have anyone besides my sisters before, and then one by one, you all came into my life, and changed everything in it for the better. You showed me not all monsters are evil. Quite the opposite, actually, as you… well… you’re all so… so…”

“Yes?” Lelu eagerly asked.

“We’re so what?” Grace questioned.

Taking pause to consider his words, Max smiled a little as he turned to Lelu.

"You’re all beautiful," he said, with her holding a hand over her mouth as he turned to Grace.

"And enchanting," he said, causing the elf’s jaw to lower in surprise as he looked over to Bermuda.

“Perfect just the way you are," he said, with the arachne bashfully holding her hands to her cheeks.

"And… precious, too," he finished as he turned to Arial. The angel whimpered as he gently held her cheek, feeling the cold tears she was shedding as he smiled at the girl.

"It's not fair that the world treats you so badly. That you’ve gone through so many hardships and loss. You don't deserve any of it. Every time I look at you girls, I just want to protect you from all of it. I don't want you to be sad, or feel alone, or hated for how you look, or used and abused by others. I can't stand the thought of any of that happening to you. You may not be human, but I feel close to you all the same.”

Lowering his head, he showed a troubled frown that caused the girls to display concern.

"I want to protect you. I want to make you happy. I want to see you smile. I want to keep you in my life. I want to know more about you, your life, your race, everything. I... I want you to stay with me. Forever."

"Max," the girls all said together.

"I'm sorry," Max worried. "I really think I've fallen in love... with each of you.”

“You have?” Bermuda wondered. “You’re sure it’s love you feel, for all of us?”

“Lelu ran into my life and ever since I've become so attached to her. I've grown so fond of her that it scares me to think of losing her. She was my first real friend, my best friend even. She was the first real girl I got to know, that I felt so comfortable with, that I came to cherish so much. I never want to let go of her."

"Oh, Max," Lelu softly said.

"Grace literally fell into my life and ever since I've seen what elves are really like. A little rough with lots of spirit. I knew she was hurting from what happened to her. I knew she was angry. I knew she wasn't human. But she needed me, she was so scared and alone, she needed someone to help her stand again. And after I helped her up, I found that I didn’t want to let her go. I wanted to stay by her side. I wanted to protect her so she would never cry again."

"Oh fuck," Grace breathed out, shakily running a hand through her hair.

"Bermuda is everything that isn't told about arachne among humans. She's been a wonderful friend, an inspiration with how she aspires to become a sorceress, and she's made me realize that even spiders can be so beautiful, both on the inside and out. I may have been scared of her at first, but now I’m only scared of losing her. I don't care what anyone might say, I want to keep this arachne with me, I want to keep her in my web of life."

"Oh my gosh," Bermuda whined while blushing.

"And Arial, she literally came from heaven like an angel, and even though she was raised to be a killer, I saw who she really is under all the ice. She's an innocent girl, so strong and yet so fragile, that I couldn't help but grow furious with how she's been treated. Someone as pure as freshly fallen snow as she is, I wanted to protect her and give her everything that was taken from her. She deserves to be happy and free in this world, and I wanted to give her that. I wanted… to see her smile.”

"You think… I’m as pure as freshly fallen snow?" Arial quietly said.

"It's like you all charmed me by coming into my life. Each of you is everything I ever dreamed of having in a girlfriend. You're all just too... perfect. And now I'm falling in love with four girls at once. I know I shouldn't feel this way, I know that's not how love is supposed to work. I know I should only have these feelings for one person. But... I can't help it. I don't want to let go of any of you. I don't want to let any of you fall or be hurt. I'm sorry, I just... I don't want to lose anyone else in my life. Especially any of you."

The girls looked to each other in concern while saying not a word, all of them then turning to Max as he tried to hold in tears of his own.

"If this isn't love that I'm feeling, then what is it?" he demanded, shutting his eyes. "If the very thought of losing you, watching you get hurt, or even seeing you sad makes me so angry and afraid, what is this I'm feeling? If thinking about you makes me so happy, so warm inside, so determined to be stronger for you, isn't that what love is? Because if so, why am I so torn like this? I don't know how to fix it, I don't know how to make it right for all of you without losing someone important to me.”

The girls exchanged worried glances with each other as Max cringed from both the pain and his inner turmoil. After a moment, Bermuda gently rested her hand on his good shoulder and earned a troubled glance from him.

“The only way it will be right for me, Max, is if it’s right for you.”

“For me?” Max asked, confused.

“What you described as love, that’s how I feel about you,” Bermuda confessed. “And I know it’s real, I know that’s how love makes one feel. I know I love you, Max. And I want you to be happy above all else. But all you’ve been asking so far is what can you do for us, how can you give us more, how can you keep us happy. What about you? What can I do for you to make this pain you’re feeling go away? What can I do to make you happy, Max? Tell me, because I would do anything for you.”

“I feel the same way,” Lelu said, getting his attention. “I love you so much, Max. More than I can ever say. You’re my world, you’re the only reason I’m still alive today. I would do anything for you, anything at all to make you happy. What you said about me, how you really feel for me, made me happier than ever before. So what can I do for you in return? What can I do to keep your love for me? Tell me.”

“I’m sorry for everything I did before,” Grace pleaded. “I’m sorry for how I acted with you, how I treated you, and how I hurt you so many times. I was a fucking idiot. A stupid bitch. I didn’t see how special you really are until I was so close to losing you completely. Please believe me when I say I love you too, I really do. You make everything right when you’re near. You make me feel safe and loved and cherished and… I don’t ever want to lose that. What can I do to make it right between us, what can I do so I don’t lose you in my life?”

“I don’t understand what’s happening to me,” Arial said with a small frown. “I’ve never felt this way before. I’ve never had anyone want to protect me before. Nobody has ever cared for me like that. It was never expected, it was never to be asked for, it was never… something I would have dreamed of having. Even after everything I’ve done and came here to do, you still chose to save my life. You still came after me when I was in trouble. You still say I’m worth protecting. And you don’t see me as a monster. This feeling I’m having, I don’t understand it. I don’t know how to deal with it. It’s so new, and confusing, and scary. It feels... warm. It's warm inside. Very warm. But... I don't think it's a bad warmth. I think it's good. I think I like it. I don’t want it to stop. I don’t want you to stop making me feel this way, Max. So please… don’t stop.”

Max looked around at the girls as they gathered closer, with Arial and Grace gently holding onto his chest while Lelu and Bermuda were at his sides.

“How can we make this right for you?” Bermuda asked.

“What is it that will make you happy?” Lelu wondered.

“As long as I have you, I’m willing to try anything,” Grace promised.

“What do you want me to do, Max?” Arial softly asked.

Closing his eyes, Max tried to ignore the pain his body was in as well as their dire predicament for the moment, and instead focused on solving the immediate problem at hand; how to keep from losing any of the girls he had come to love and cherish.

'Oh man, what have I gotten myself into? We're trapped in this weird ship with a psychotic harpy, I can barely move my arm because of the pain, and I still can't choose who to be my girlfriend because I just can't pick one. I mean how can I? They're all so amazing, beautiful, and special girls. How am I supposed to choose just one? How the hell am I supposed to do this? Stupid Max, why did you have to fall for all of them? Now what do I do, how can I fix this mess before we all die?'

With a strained grunt, Max struggled to hold in his scream while the girls watched him with growing concern.

“Max?” Lelu worried.

“What is it? Tell us,” Bermuda said.

“What can I do to help?” Grace asked.

“What do you want?” Arial wondered.

"I want to love all of you!" Max cried out, surprising them. "I want to keep all of you in my life! I want to keep you safe, and happy, and see you grow, and smile, and be loved for who you are! I don't want to lose anyone else, I don't want to push any of you away or make you angry! I don’t want to lose any of you! But I can't do that, I can only pick one person to love, and I don't know how to do that!"

The girls watched him in silent wonder as the boy banged his head back against the wall with a frustrated yell.

"I'm such a bastard. I'm just a horrible, indecisive bastard," Max complained. "All I wanted was to keep you girls in my life, and I screw it all up. I'm not strong enough to protect you. I can't even choose who I love more. This has to be my punishment. I used to think all monsters were the devil, I openly advocated for them to die, and then I met you girls who turned everything I used to believe upside-down, who were everything I ever wanted in a girlfriend. I don't deserve any of you. I never did."

"Max," the girls said, concerned looks on their faces as they then glanced to one another while unsure of what to say. A crunch was then heard, getting their attention as they turned to see several pixies hovering nearby. The little monstergirls were watching them with high interest while one was slowly chewing some popcorn she had from a small bag held in hand.

"Don't mind us," one of them quietly said.

"Yeah, keep going. This is getting good," another said before eating more popcorn.

"I bet he ends up with the centaur," one of them whispered to her friends. "Look at the size of her boobs, he's definitely going to choose her."

"No way. I bet he picks the elf. You see how she keeps perking her butt while leaning towards him? She obviously wants to show it off for the boy. How's he going to resist that?"

"I bet 50 credits he goes for the arachne," another challenged. "She seems way more mature than the others, and if this human likes big butts, then... jackpot, am I right?"

"The little angel has my vote. Look how adorable she is blushing from being near him, she's obviously the best choice. She's just so cute and innocent, how could he keep his hands off her?"

Max stared at them in bewilderment while all the girls were doing so as they blushed brightly, with Lelu glancing down to her breasts then to Max, Grace pulling down her skirt as she growled in embarrassment, Bermuda looking back at her abdomen then to Max curiously, and Arial hiding her face with both hands as she lowered her head.

"Wha- what the hell?" Grace shouted in a fluster. "How long have you been there? Dammit, what are doing anyway, can't you see we're having a fucking conversation here?"

"Sorry," a pixie said with a shrug. "We just wanted to enjoy one last bit of entertainment before the world as we know it comes crashing down around us."

"They're probably nearing the command deck soon," another morbidly said. "It won't be long now."

"What are you talking about?" Max asked. "Do you mean that strange harpy and cat girl?"

"What the hell is going on around here?" Bermuda demanded. "Who are you people? What are you doing here in this land? What is this place and... who was that harpy anyway?"

"That was no harpy you saw," a pixie warned. "She's a monster far worse than you can imagine."

"She attacked our ship and interfered with our flight," another frowned. "After we crashed, she came after us again. And now... she has the captain."

"I don't understand," Lelu worried, shaking her head.

"That cat girl," Max recalled. "She's the captain of this thing?"

"Yes, Lucy is our commanding officer," a pixie agreed.

"How did a young girl become your captain?" Bermuda asked, confused.

"Long story," a pixie sighed. "Short version, she's our captain now. We have to do everything she says."

"Which was worrisome enough given her age and lack of experience being a captain," another added. "But now it's much worse because that Ancient is using her like a puppet."

"That... Ancient?" Grace repeated. "That harpy is an Ancient? What's an Ancient?"

"Very bad," a pixie informed her. "They are very bad monsters. This one especially. Her name is Harrow; she’s the one responsible for all the trouble that’s befallen us."

"What does she want with Lucy?" Bermuda asked.

"Lucy is our captain, remember?" a pixie replied. "The ship is hers to command, along with all of us. But if Harrow has her under a spell, she can make Lucy do anything she wants."

"She's taking the captain to the command deck," another feared. "Once there, she can have the captain officially relinquish command of this ship and every pixie onboard to... her."

"And that's bad, right?" Lelu nervously asked.

"Yes. Very much so. This ship is known as the Aurora, and it was used to carry highly classified information, research, and creation a long time ago. The ship itself is supposed to be super-secret. If the Ancient gains full control over it, she'll have access to everything onboard."

"And if those monsters get their hands on what we possess," a pixie frowned. "We're all doomed."

“Then what are you waiting for?” Bermuda demanded. “You have to stop her. Why aren’t you fighting back?”

“Because the captain has ordered us not to attack the Ancient,” a pixie explained. “We can’t fight her now.”

“Bullshit!” Grace argued. “What kind of fucked up reasoning is that? You know that harpy is evil and is using that girl as her pawn, so just stop her and put an end to all this already!”

“We can’t! We cannot go against the orders of a superior officer!” another pixie shot back. “You think we don’t know what’s going to happen if that Ancient takes control? You think we want to let her do this? We would gladly fight her if we could, but orders are orders! We cannot go against our code!”

“Then we’ll kick her ass ourselves!” Grace retorted, standing up with a glare at them. She took only one step before the pixies quickly held their hands out towards her, a green light building in their palms as they stopped the elf in her tracks.

“We have our orders,” a pixie solemnly stated. “We cannot attack the Ancient. And we are to make sure you remain here until she returns.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Grace exclaimed, backing up. “You know that damned bird is going to be the end of you all, and yet you’re still letting her do this?”

“We don’t want to,” a pixie insisted. “We don’t. But we have to. We cannot go against our code. We were created to fulfill a purpose, and we will not fail in our task.”

“We will not bring shame onto our Creator,” another worried. “We will follow our code until the very end.”

“If you stupid girls don’t stop that harpy, your end is going to be coming up real fast,” Grace argued, pointing to the doorway.

“We’re sorry. But we have our orders. Please… forgive us.”

“You’re crazy. You’re all crazy!” Grace cried out.

“You won’t stop Harrow from taking over,” Lelu worried. “And you won’t even let us leave? Please, don’t do this. She’s going to kill us when she comes back.”

“We’re sorry,” the pixies remorsefully said.

“What the hell is wrong with these pixies?” Bermuda said. “How can they be so stubborn at a time like this?”

“We could try fighting our way out,” Arial suggested. “They don’t look too strong.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it, Arial,” Bermuda warned, slowly shaking her head. “If these pixies are anything like Vale, and if this ship is full of them, I don’t think we would get very far.”

“Their attacks can burn you, Arial,” Max said, looking back at the scorch marks left on the wall from Mara. “If there really are that many pixies on this ship, you won’t make it out of here before they get you.”

“So what do we do now?” Lelu asked them. “What can we do?”

“Apparently nothing,” Grace muttered, sitting back down with them. “These stupid cunts are going to keep us here until that harpy comes back to kill us.”

“We have to do something,” Bermuda insisted. “If Harrow takes over this ship and gets whatever power is locked away inside it, we’re not the only ones she’s going to be the death of. Shadow’s Refuge and Red Peak are right outside, what if she throws everyone out there into a deadly nightmare like she did with us?”

"Everyone will go mad with fear," Lelu nervously said. "They'll all see horrible, terrible things that will mess with their minds and... oh no. All the residents and caregivers... the harpies on top of the mountain... they'll kill themselves."

“Isn’t there anything you can do to stop this?” Max asked the pixies. “Anything at all? If you can’t deal with Harrow, what about Lucy? Can’t you snap her out of whatever that harpy is doing to her? If you do that, then she can order you to fight back, can’t she?”

“First Officer Ira is trying to do that as we speak,” a pixie replied. “However, given how much time has passed since they left here, it doesn’t seem like she’s having much luck.”

“She has until the captain gets to the command deck of the Aurora,” another worried. “If she can’t reach her by then, we’re finished.”

“If Lucy’s mind is being toyed with by Harrow just like ours were,” Bermuda cautioned. “It will be very difficult to reach her. We were just barely able to keep each other from killing ourselves from the horrible nightmares we endured.”

“She’s fucked,” Grace flatly said, shaking her head. “And after her, so are we.”

“That poor girl,” Lelu frowned. “How can that terrible monster do this? I thought harpies were kind and compassionate holy women. That Ancient is nothing but a demon.”

“Wait,” Max suddenly said. “Wait a minute. All we have to do is wake Lucy from the hallucination she’s having, and then you pixies can stop Harrow, right?”

“If she gives us the order to attack the Ancient, then we can, yes,” a pixie confirmed.

“Max? What are you thinking?” Bermuda wondered.

"Listen," Max insisted with the pixies. "There may be a way for you to snap Lucy out of Harrow's spell. Bermuda and Arial were able to break the girls free from their nightmares by shocking them or hitting them with extreme cold. I woke up from mine after hitting my head really hard. If you do that to Lucy, she might return to her old self again."

“That could be it,” Bermuda said, exchanging a look with Arial. “A shocking jolt of electricity or extreme cold might wake her up.”

"Or just whack her in the head really hard," Grace suggested with a shrug. "Shouldn't be too difficult."

"Even if that's true," a pixie worried. "We are not allowed to purposefully induce harm or distress upon our captain. Electrically shocking her or exposing her to extreme cold would go against our code, as would physically attacking her. Unless such actions are absolutely necessary by medical means to keep her alive, we cannot use such methods on her when she's in good health."

"But it could wake her up and save us all," Lelu pleaded. "Please, you have to do it. You won't be hurting her, you'll be saving her. She'll be fine, we promise."

"We're sorry," a pixie frowned. "But we cannot do that to her. We are not allowed to attack, intentionally inflict harm, or cause distress upon our captain. To do so would go against our code."

"Seriously, fuck your code," Grace scoffed at them.

"Great. Now what do we do?" Bermuda asked the group. "The pixies aren't going to be of any help, so that leaves just us to do something."

"We need to save Lucy ourselves," Max reasoned. "If we could only get close enough to her, we could wake her up and free her from Harrow's control. There must be some way of reaching her in time."

"For the record, I’m not supposed to save other people from death,” Arial mentioned, earning worried looks from them. “That defeats my very purpose of trying to save the souls of this world. The elders will be mad with me if I prevent that girl from dying should this be her time.”

“Arial,” Max quietly worried. The angel looked to him with her usual stoic expression before a slight smile was made.

“However, it seems I’ve already broken the rules by saving your friends. I suppose breaking another won’t make a difference. Perhaps, if fate is kind, her time hasn’t come just yet.”

“Thank you, Arial,” Max gratefully said. “I really appreciate you helping us with this. And I’m sure Lucy will too.”

“Provided we're able to get to Lucy in the first place,” Grace pointed out. “These pixies aren’t going to let us leave, remember? How are we supposed to wake that girl up when we’re trapped in this room?”

“That depends,” Max said, looking at the pixies carefully. “Whether we really are trapped in this room or not.”

“Max? What do you mean if we really are trapped?” Lelu questioned.

“The pixies here have to follow Lucy’s orders, correct?”

“Yes, they are ridiculously adamant about doing so,” Bermuda agreed.

“But what if Lucy’s order wasn’t clear?” Max asked, earning confused looks from the girls. “What if they misunderstood her?”

“Misunderstood her?” Grace repeated. “Misunderstood her how?”

Slowly, Max got back onto his feet, with the girls quickly rising to theirs while helping the boy gain his balance. Taking a slow breath while feeling his shoulder burning in pain, Max started walking towards the doorway. The girls followed after, watching him curiously before seeing the pixies quickly racing in front of them to block their path.

“Halt!” one of them ordered, holding her hand out towards the children.

“We can’t let you leave.”

“Don’t make us hurt you. Please,” another begged.

“Tell me,” Max requested, holding up a hand. “I want to make sure I understand this. What exactly are your orders? What were you told to do regarding us?”

“Captain Lucy ordered us to keep you here for the Ancient. We cannot let you escape,” a pixie factually stated.

“Okay. And… where is ‘here’, exactly?” Max asked. The pixies looked at him puzzled as did the girls behind him, with the boy examining the room they were in before eyeing the hallway outside.

“She said to keep us ‘here’, right?” Max clarified with them. “But which ‘here’ was she talking about? Was she talking about here in this room, or here in this ship?”

“Um…” a pixie slowly said.

“She… just said here,” a pixie reasoned with a shrug.

“That seems like a vague order to me,” Max pointed out. “But if I had to guess, it does sound more like she meant here as in here in the ship. Don’t you girls agree?”

“Yeah,” Bermuda said with a growing smile. “I think you’re right, Max. It did sound like she was referring to the ship which we must remain in for Harrow. That does make sense.”

“I’d believe it,” Grace agreed with a smirk. “I mean, why would she want us to just stay in this one room? That’s fucking stupid if you think about it.”

“There’s no food in here,” Lelu said, looking around curiously. “No restroom. And it certainly doesn’t seem to be in good shape either. I don’t believe she would have wanted us to wait for her in here.”

“But…” a pixie slowly said, exchanging a confused look with the other pixies. “Uh… she… um…”

“You agree with me, right?” Max expectantly said to them. “If that’s the case, then we would be allowed to leave this room, and go find your captain before anything bad happens to her or the ship. Don’t you think that would be best?”

The pixies anxiously looked to each other in concern while considering his logic. After a moment they turned to Max and nodded as they lowered their hands.

“That works for us,” one of them conceded. “We’ll choose to believe your reasoning is correct.”

“You are permitted to leave the medical bay,” another agreed. “However, you are still not allowed to leave the Aurora. If you try to leave the ship, we’ll be forced to stop you.”

“We’re not going to leave,” Max said as he and the girls walked out into the hallway. “Not now. We can’t let Harrow get away with this. If she succeeds, there won’t be anywhere for us to run to.”

Looking around for a moment, he then turned to the girls who watched him closely.

“We’ll continue our conversation later, without the looming threat of death hovering over our heads.”

“Whatever you say, Max,” Lelu agreed. “Though I wish to say this, just in case I don’t get to later. I do not now, nor have I ever, thought of you as a horrible bastard. I’m just thankful you see me in such a wonderful light.”

“I’m fucking thankful too,” Grace added. “I was scared shitless I pushed you away with how terrible I treated you. Thank you for telling me how you really feel, Max, and for not letting me go.”

“We’ll get through this,” Bermuda assured. “We’ll… figure out something, I’m sure. At least for now, knowing how you truly feel about me, I’m more determined than ever to see us through this nightmare. I’ll be worthy of the praise you’ve given me, Max.”

“We’ll stop Harrow and put an end to this,” Arial said, then lowered her head while watching him from under her bangs. “And afterwards… if what you said about me is really true, then… maybe I’ll have something to truly smile about.”

“Girls,” Max softly said, looking around at the gentle looks all of them were giving him. He nodded at them with a small smile before turning to the pixies who were watching them curiously.

“Let’s get going. It’s time for Lucy to wake up from her nightmare.”

“You got it. Guide them towards the command deck to intercept the captain and the Ancient,” a pixie ordered her crewmates. “Alert all stations to be ready for battle once she’s given the order to attack. I’m going ahead to alert First Officer Ira of the plan. We’ll try to slow them down, but you need to hurry!”

“Just show us the way already, let’s go!” Grace ordered, waving them on.

A few pixies waved them forward and led the way down the hall in haste, with the rest of the pixies dissolving into glimmering cubes as they floated upward into the neon engravings overhead.

“We need to move, they’re probably near the command deck already!” a pixie worried as she flew ahead of the group.

“Once you free the captain and she gives us the order to attack, you need to get her and yourselves as far away as possible,” another told the children behind them.

“Oh don’t worry,” Lelu nervously said. “That’s exactly what we’re going to be doing. You don’t have to tell us twice.”

Rounding a corner, the group continued running down the halls of the ship, with Max stumbling with a strained grunt before struggling to keep pace.

“Max, you’re still hurt,” Arial worried.

“Oh god, your shoulder,” Grace said with a pained voice, seeing the bandages on the boy turning red with more blood starting to run down his chest.

“I’ll worry about it later,” Max grunted. “Right now we need to deal with Harrow first.”

“Kid, don’t push yourself,” a pixie warned. “You’re in bad condition. Let me take you to a safe room to hide in, you can rest there and-”

“I’m not going anywhere!” Max shouted at her, startling the pixie. “I’m not going to let these girls face a monster like Harrow while I hide in some corner of the ship. I’m going with you not just so we can save Lucy, but because I’m not going to let that damned harpy lay a single feather on any of these girls.”

“And just how do you expect to fight her?” the pixie huffed. “You’re just a young boy, you can’t take on an Ancient and win. You look like you’re about to drop any second now.”

“I can collapse from the pain later,” Max growled. “I’m not leaving them to face this alone. No matter what happens, I’m not letting them out of my sight, do you understand?”

“Why are you so stubborn?”

“I could say the same to you,” Max shot back. He then saw Lelu running over beside him, the centaur grabbing his good arm and yanking him up to climb onto her back.

“I don’t want you out of my sight either, Max,” she said looking back at him with a worried smile. “Just hold onto me and I’ll keep you away from that evil bird.”

“Thanks, Lelu,” Max said with a weak smile.

“For the record,” Bermuda spoke up. “I’m perfectly capable of carrying another on my back should it be of any help. I wouldn’t mind, Max.”

“Way ahead of you,” Grace said from behind. Bermuda glanced over her shoulder to see the elf looking around at the passing lights and corridors while sitting on the arachne’s abdomen.

“What the hell are you doing?” Bermuda demanded. “I never said you could ride on my back.”

“What’s the problem? You can carry both of us just fine, and this way we can save our strength for when we need it.”

“What about me? I’m the one carrying both of you and- wait… both of you? Who else is back there?”

Bermuda then noticed Arial sitting behind the elf, the angel’s solemn gaze moving around at the passing sights while her wings fluttered once behind her.

“Arial? What are you doing?” Bermuda exclaimed.

“She’s right,” Arial commented. “This will help conserve our strength for the confrontation ahead.”

“Dammit, would you girls get off me already?” Bermuda snapped. “I wasn’t talking about carrying you. Not to mention you’re slowing me down, you two are heavier than you look.”

To that, Grace shot Bermuda a stern glare while growling with a small blush forming. As she did, Arial slowly turned her chilling gaze onto the nervous spider’s face while her hair began to freeze over.

“What was that?” Grace shouted. “Are you calling me fat, you fucking bitch?”

“Choose your next words wisely, or else,” Arial coldly said.

“Um… never mind,” Bermuda shakily said with a fearful smile. “I didn’t say anything. You two just rest back there, okay?”

The two girls narrowed their eyes at Bermuda as the arachne turned her gaze forward, although she was still easily able to feel the angel and elf glaring at her from behind.

“I wonder if Lelu and I are still the only ones on Arial’s hit list,” Grace flatly mentioned.

“She’s on thin ice,” Arial warned before turning away with a quiet scoff.

“Let’s just forget about it and focus on our mission, okay?” Bermuda pleaded. “We need to stay focused if we’re going to stop Harrow.”

The pixies ahead of them watched the group while flying in straight lines through the halls, with two of the little monstergirls then glancing to each other in concern.

“Are these kids really going to be able to help the captain?”

“I hope so. They might be the only chance we have.”

“I was afraid you’d say that,” the first one sighed.

“Let’s just have faith Ira is able to slow those two down for us,” the other worried. “No matter what, we can’t let the captain and the Ancient reach the command deck. If they do, it’s all over.”

*****

“Lucy, please you have to wake up!” Ira cried out, the pixie then quickly zipping to the side in a blur of blue light to avoid Harrow’s wing. The harpy struck her bladed feathers through the corner of the hall with a flurry of sparks as Ira screamed and flew away from the strike into an adjacent hall. Looking back, Ira saw Lucy walking forward still with a hollow look in her eyes, with Harrow moving beside her as she glanced at the pixie with a small scoff.

“Dammit, Lucy! You need to snap out of it!” Ira shouted. “Lucy! Lucy!”

“Save it, bug,” Harrow smirked. “She can’t hear you.”

“Lucy! For the love of the Creator, you have to wake up! Lucy!” Ira desperately yelled. “Lucy, she’s going to kill you! Don’t listen to her! Lucy!”

“Almost there, child,” Harrow knowingly said, watching Ira with a cold eye before they passed by the intersection. “Not much further now.”

“Oh no. Lucy,” Ira whimpered. Flying over to the corner, she watched in dismay as Lucy continued moving forward with Harrow at her side.

“I have to snap her out of this somehow. There must be some way of reaching her. This is really bad, they’re nearly at the command deck. Think, Ira. Think!”

From above her, glimmering cube-like distortions of light came down from the glowing engravings before a pixie phased into view beside Ira.

“Ma’am,” the pixie announced with a salute. “News to report.”

“Whatever it is, it’ll have to wait,” Ira said with a determined face while straightening her hat. “If I don’t stop the captain soon then we’re all doomed.”

“That’s what I’m here to report on,” the pixie said, grabbing Ira’s hand as the tiny woman started to fly forward. Ira turned to her with a puzzled look as the crewmate nodded at her. “We may have a way of freeing Captain Lucy from the Ancient’s hold.”

“You do? How?”

“Those children from the medical bay, they were able to free themselves from the Ancient’s power earlier. By using electrical shock, freezing cold, or taking a hard hit to the head, they were able to resist that monster’s hold over them.”

“They were able to break free from the Ancient’s power?” Ira wondered.

“Yes. They’re on their way to us now to try and free Captain Lucy by doing the same.”

“They are? But how?” Ira questioned. “Lucy ordered that they be kept in the medical bay until the Ancient returned for them. How did they escape?”

“We let them out,” the pixie smirked. “The captain’s orders weren’t quite clear, ma’am. As we understood it, she only ordered that the children be confined here in the ship. As such, we were allowed to let them go.”

Ira blinked before smirking at the girl.

“I see. I can understand where the confusion came from. The captain is going to have to learn to be more precise with her orders in the future.”

“Those children are being escorted towards us as we speak,” the pixie explained. “We may not be allowed to use such extreme methods on our captain, but they can. If they can snap the captain out of it, hopefully she can then reverse her order about us not attacking that monster before it attacks us, and hopefully we can successfully destroy it.”

“They’re very brave for wanting to help with this,” Ira worried, looking back towards Harrow and Lucy further down the hall. “And right now we need all the help we can get. But still, they’re not going to get to the captain in time. The command deck is just up ahead.”

“We need to slow them down,” the crewmate insisted. “If we can buy just a little more time for them to get to the captain, we might be able to free her and take that Ancient down.”

“I know, but nothing I say is reaching her,” Ira complained. “She’s literally walking towards her own grave and she just can’t see it. I’ve been shouting her name and begging for her to come to her senses all this time but nothing works.”

“There must be some way of reaching her. She’s still inside her own mind somewhere, there must be something that can get her attention.”

Ira concentrated hard on what she knew about Lucy, with the pixie slowly showing a look of wonder as she remembered something about the girl.

“Maybe there is. I’m going to try something. Wait here.”

Flying ahead in a rigid blur of blue light, Ira raced past Harrow and Lucy just as they were approaching the doorway to the command deck. Facing the cold stare of the Ancient and the hollow gaze of Lucy that went right past her, Ira braced herself as the harpy held her wing back to strike.

“Captain, you need to perform an inventory check!” Ira shouted. “You need to look at all the treasure you have on this ship!”

Harrow showed a puzzled look to that before noticing Lucy had suddenly stopped. The girl remained motionless for a moment before her tail started swaying behind her.

“You wanted to see what’s inside your new ship, right?” Ira eagerly asked. “All the valuable and incredible stuff that the Aurora is carrying, remember that? We had best go check the cargo bay and make sure all your new possessions are intact after the crash, don’t you think?”

“What are you talking about?” Harrow asked. “Get out of our way or be destroyed, you annoying little remnant. Lucy? Keep moving, we’re almost to the command deck.”

They both watched Lucy remaining still and quiet. After a pause, the little girl blinked before slowly looking behind her, electing a smile from Ira and a confused grimace from Harrow.

“Why did you stop?” Harrow sharply asked. “Quit stalling and keep walking, right now.”

“There’s lots and lots of special and shiny treasures you’ve never seen before, captain,” Ira eagerly said as she moved closer to the girl. “The cargo bay is filled with wonders you’ve never imagined. We’d better make sure everything is still okay after the crash. You don’t want anything to be broken, do you?”

“Enough of your games, you little pest,” Harrow scorned, raising her wing.

“Harrow?” Lucy softly asked. She twitched before turning to the Ancient, her eyes showing the illusory version of the harpy who looked at her in discontent. “I… I think… we should go check the cargo bay.”

“What? Why?” Harrow snapped.

“It’s just… I’m worried,” Lucy frowned. “About… all the treasure in there.”

“What is in the cargo bay is none of your concern, child,” Harrow firmly spoke. “Now, let’s go to the command deck so you can return control of the ship to me where it belongs. Right now, young lady.”

“Okay,” Lucy moped, lowering her head. “If you say so.”

She started to walk past Ira before the pixie whispered in her ear.

“Treasure.”

“I’ll be right back!” Lucy exclaimed as she quickly turned around and ran past Harrow. “Just gotta go check on something first!”

“What? Lucy!” Harrow shouted at the girl. In a blur of light, Ira shot past her and raced up alongside the little copycat with an excited giggle.

“I’m sorry, but I have to make sure all the treasure is okay!” Lucy called back. “I’ll be right back! Please don’t tell my mom!”

“Right this way, captain!” Ira cheered as she took hold of the girl’s hand. “Let’s go check on all your new treasure! Just follow me!”

Leading the copycat around a corner she and her crewmate flew down the corridor with the young girl in tow. As soon as they did, a steel feather sliced through the corner of the intersection behind them with a burst of sparks, causing the pixies to scream as they looked back to see the bladed feather striking into the wall. From behind, Harrow rushed over and ran after them, the Ancient summoning the loose feather back into her wing while glaring at the pixies with her glowing eyes.

“Tell the others to meet us in the cargo bay,” Ira ordered her crewmate. “I’ll get Lucy there and try to keep her busy. Hurry, we don’t have much time!”

“Yes, ma’am!” the pixie said with a salute. She spiraled upward while dissolving into cube-like glimmers, leaving Ira to continue guiding the copycat who remained unaware of what was chasing them.

“Get back here, Lucy!” Harrow yelled. “That is an order!”

“We have to hurry, captain!” Ira pleaded. “The cargo bay could be on fire for all we know! Everything in there could be in danger!”

“My treasure! No!” Lucy screamed as she began to run faster. Ira pulled on her hand and guided the girl down another hallway, with Harrow sliding past with her talons scraping the floor with sparks flying before she continued running after them.

“Dammit, Lucy. What are you doing?” Harrow demanded as she appeared next to Lucy in her illusory form. “I told you to go to the command deck. Stop right now.”

“I’m sorry, but this can’t wait!” Lucy argued, shaking her head. “My treasure needs me!”

“Forget about what lies in the cargo bay and focus on- hey! I’m talking to you!” Harrow snapped before Ira led Lucy down another hallway. The illusion growled as it faded away while the real Harrow kept running after the copycat down the corridors with clanking footsteps and glaring eyes.

“I’m going to enjoy killing that girl,” Harrow coldly said to herself.

Ira looked behind to see Harrow throwing another feather at her, the pixie screaming and ducking low as the bladed steel spun past Lucy’s head and narrowly missed the little monstergirl. Pulling Lucy’s hand, Ira led the copycat around a corner and down some stairs before leading her through a hallway that had nearby rooms and corridors still on fire while red flashing lights were going off. Looking back with a nervous whine, Ira saw Harrow swooping down the stairs with her wings slicing the walls with echoing screeches and sparks, the Ancient landing on the floor and racing after them again with swiftly moving feet.

“I hope those kids can really do this,” Ira worried. “Or else the cargo bay just might become our tomb.”

*****

Hovering near the ceiling, a pixie held her hands near a tear in the metal that revealed sparking engravings that glowed blue and yellow. Glimmering cube-like wisps of light emanated from her hands across the damaged area, creating shimmering blocks of light that phased into place and mended the tear. The pixie looked over the patch she had restored before flying off high above the floor of the giant chamber she was in, with the room being far from empty.

Dozens of pixies could be seen zipping around in straight lines amidst the large storage hall of the Aurora, all of them moving in a hurry to repair more damaged areas in their sector. The cargo bay's giant doors to its side remained tightly sealed, while throughout the massive room were large stacks of storage boxes of various colors and corner bars that were glowing softly. Bright lights overhead were wavering as they struggled to remain on, while along the walls there were softly glowing lamps that helped provided light for the workers. Above the sea of crates and containers that spanned the majority of the space were suspended walkways that ran across the chamber in all directions.

Pixies flew around to mend breaks and tears, repair burning monitors and equipment, and also guided large floating platforms filled with containers that were moved to different areas. More of the workers could be seen gathering around the crates that were in disarray, with four pixies holding their hands out and creating square casting bases around one of them. From their combined efforts, they erected square blue casting bases along the bottom of the container which they then lifted into the air effortlessly.

Hovering in front of a floating terminal atop a suspended bridge, a pixie tapped a few glowing buttons while examining the screen carefully.

"This is ridiculous," she complained, shaking her head. "I have an entire cargo bay to straighten up, we have broken connections everywhere, there are some very dangerous materials that need to be moved away from the damaged zones, and this is all the variable matter we're being allocated? We don't have enough matter nor even pixies to issue all the repairs if we did. This is crazy! How am I supposed to work under these conditions?"

"Watch out!" a pixie cried out, with many quickly scattering as a floating platform wavered with a low hum before falling to the floor with a heavy crash. Crates and boxes of various sizes spilled onto the floor while the lights and lamps in the nearby area flickered before going out for a few moments.

"Be careful, that nearly crushed me!"

"Get a cleanup team over here, on the double!"

"They're all busy, just start picking it up yourself!"

"Someone get the power restored for Block D, we're trying to work here!"

"Oh Creator," the pixie atop the bridge groaned with a face palm. "Give us strength to get through this."

"Hey!" a pixie exclaimed as she rushed up to her. "We've got a big problem. We're losing power stability in the sector."

"I noticed! Tell me something I don't know," the other snapped back. She then watched as pixies screamed while flying away from a stack of crates that had the light in their corner bars pulsating before going out, with a few of the crates shifting as they were no longer held in place before a wall of them fell over and crashed into the aisle and against another large stack of containers.

"Dammit, would someone tell the ladies fixing the power grid to hurry up?" the upset pixie shouted. "All these energy fluctuations are causing a huge mess down here!"

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” her crewmate warned. “The power grid is failing for Anomalous Storage.”

“No, that’s impossible. Anomalous Storage has its own emergency power supply. Even if the rest of the cargo bay goes dark, that zone won’t fall with it.”

“The emergency power supply for it is damaged!” the pixie argued, causing her crewmate to jump in surprise. “It’s only operating on the normal power grid, and in case you didn’t notice, we’re having some serious issues with it remaining stable right now.”

“But… then that means…” the other pixie worried. She gasped before quickly flying off in a rigid blur of blue light, her crewmate hastily following after as they zipped through the air over the masses of storage containers. Again, the lights around the hall flickered with some going out briefly. Floating platforms wavered and spilled their cargo with loud crashes while crates with powered frames loosened with some dropping to the floor and spilling their contents. The two pixies looked to each other in trepidation before racing forward in a hurry, their flight taking them towards the back of the cargo bay where more pixies could be seen flying around in a panic. They passed over the piles of crates that were stacked high and then around a large durable steel fence that was set around a special area that was completely enclosed and sectioned off from what would have been considered ‘normal’ cargo stored nearby.

With frantic hands, a pixie with glasses was tapping buttons on a terminal, her worried eyes glancing upward at something over the monitor before looking back at it with an uneasy murmur. Behind her, two pixies quickly landed down, both staring at something in front of them with nervous eyes that turned to the operator who glanced back at them.

“How?” one of the pixies asked.

“The backup power unit hasn’t come back online,” the operator explained, adjusting her glasses. “After the system blackout earlier, we returned to see that it never came back on. It must have been damaged by the resonance wave.”

“But… what if…” the second pixie feared.

“The power grid fails?” the operator finished with a raised eyebrow. She looked forward again and slowly shook her head. “Then the containment will fail."

Before the pixies was a section of the cargo hold that was reserved for an unusual container of sorts. Four giant pillars made of dark steel with glowing white engravings were placed around it, all of them holding a wavering energy shield in place to completely enclose what was within. 

It was a large square box of unique design suspended a few feet off the ground, with the corners and edges being composed of thick steel rods with glowing yellow engravings running through them. The sides of the box appeared clear like glass, with pulsating waves of energy rippling across, however what was seen within was a remarkable sight. The view of what looked to be an eerie cosmos was visible through the barriers, with swirling dark clouds and glimmering stars drifting by as if the container was holding a strange dimension all in itself.

"I've tried stabilizing the barriers the best I can," the operator said. "But if the power grid isn't properly repaired soon, they won't hold up. Should the outer containment barriers fail, there is a chance the dimensional lock set in place will still hold. At least… for a while. However, we had better be prepared for a worst-case scenario."

"Worst-case scenario," a pixie repeated in dread. "You mean..."

Another wave of intermittent energy drops came across the area, with pixies being heard screaming and shouting along with crashes echoing amidst the busy hall. Those who were near the unique storage device watched in fright as the pillars flashed with low hums while the energy barriers surrounding the box wavered before stabilizing again. The lights in the nearby area went out, with only the strange glow from the dimensional box briefly illuminating the area along with all the worried looks shared by the pixies before the lights came back on again.

"Oh dear Creator, no," one of them feared.

"Restore the backup power supply at once! Hurry!"

"The repair teams are working on it! All we can do is hope the power grid doesn't fail completely before they're done!"

"Isn't there anything we can do?"

"I'm afraid not," the operator said, adjusting her glasses. She looked at the terminal in front of her, examining with a sharp eye the foreign text that displayed a large shield emblem next to it. With a slow breath, she turned to the sealed container before them, knowing full well what the special box contained.

"There's nothing more we can do from here. If they don't get everything fixed in time, we could be looking at a containment breach. Alert the security teams of this at once, they need to be ready should things take a turn for the worse. Make sure the captain is aware of the situation as well, she needs to know what's happening on her ship."

Hovering back from the terminal near her crewmates, the pixie showed a nervous look for a moment as she tried her best to hide her anxiety.

"If the containment fails, there's a good chance it could be released into the world once again."




Chapter 15

Merciless Nightmare

In the world of Eden, there would come a time when you would be faced with your deepest fear. Whether it be facing rejection from that beautiful woman you admired for so long, getting lost in the wilderness with dangerous predators lurking nearby, being trapped in what might become your tomb without any means of escape, or even being chased by your most terrifying enemy who was determined to be your end; it was these moments that held the power to crush one's spirit and break their resolve. For some, it was just too much to bear, too painful to endure, too horrifying to handle, and brought upon their inevitable and untimely end.

For others, they would try their hardest to survive, clinging to what little hope they had, and prayed with all their might that someone would save them.

*****

Holding her hand out with a focused glare seen in her eyes, Mara watched as another of her special creations lit up with a rising hum. From her hand, square casting bases of red and orange design illuminated and moved forward into a drone's chassis that at first glance appeared to be built into the wall. With sleek panels sliding aside, it was then released from its holder as it powered up, the side rings of the device glowing softly with energy while Mara flew aside to allow the drone to reorient and hover before her. The pixie slowly circled the machine with a flinching scowl before she clenched her fist tightly in anger.

"How did that intruder manage to destroy you? How? How? I synthesized the strongest alloy for your shell, the very same used in construction of the Aurora itself, yet you were cut in half in a mere moment by whatever that monster was! It's inconceivable! I won't stand for this. I won't stand for this!"

With a furious yell, the pixie then turned her glaring eyes onto the many other drones that remained in the large wall before her. Dozens upon dozens of the dormant machines were seen in their holders with only their central bodies protruding out while their circular wings were covered. The pixie's red glow she emitted didn't provide anywhere near enough illumination to show the large hall she was in, nor did the few lights set along the ceiling and walls as the rest of them were currently not working. Amidst the shadows of the bay, several small aerial crafts with wings and fins could be seen facing large gates that were closed on one side of the chamber, all of them being anchored in place by mechanical arms, while to the side of the bay was a workshop with benches and shelves lined with ancient trinkets and eerily glowing objects.

Mara looked around at the drones that lay sleeping before her, a low growl being made by the little woman as she shook her head slowly.

"I refuse to accept this. There is nothing that can stand against my creations. Nothing! I do not create anything less than absolute perfection! Whatever dared to try mocking me and my work, I will make it pay!"

Hovering over to a nearby terminal in the wall, Mara tapped a few buttons before a flashing red emblem appeared, prompting her to hit the screen with a frustrated cry.

"Dammit, Ira! I told you to get my hanger fixed already! The fucking power grid is still in disarray! Dammit. Dammit. Dammit! I can't get the rest of my babies to move, there's not enough power coming into the sector to get them operational! Ira, what the hell are you doing up there? Do your fucking job and get my hanger online right now!"

Hitting the console a few more times, which didn't do anything but make the screen hazy for a moment, Mara hovered back and looked around at her machines with worried eyes.

"I can only keep one powered at a time with my own energy, I can't get the rest of them moving without the ship's power. My poor creations. How can they prove their worth to the world if they're not allowed to do their job? How can I prove to everyone back at Central that I am the superior creator of our finest weapons if I'm constantly being held back by fucking morons? If I can just get my babies flying again, I can destroy that intruder without a moment's pause, everyone will then see just how amazing and perfect they truly are."

Pausing for a moment, a cautious look came over her before she murmured to herself.

“Although, before I destroy it, I must first examine whatever it is very closely. If it’s strong enough to cut through our defenses, then it will prove quite valuable in improving them. Whatever it’s made of, I can certainly put it to good use with my creations. Yes, I believe an upgrade for my precious babies is an order, and the key to doing so lies in whoever it is that just crossed me. Whatever this thing is, I must take it alive for study.”

Showing a determined look as she straightened her hat, the pixie then flew over to the terminal and began pushing buttons again.

"Alright, I'm not letting all my work go to waste just because I'm surrounded by idiots. I'm going to save this ship however I have to, I'm not letting all my research and experiments be taken away so easily. I just need to get more power diverted to the hanger and then I can detain whatever that thing was that dared to attack me."

"Attention," a girl's voice spoke over the speaker system. "A new order from Captain Lucy has gone into effect. Wait, is this correct? Seriously? Oh dear. Um... I can't believe I'm about to say this... but we now have orders that we are not to engage the-"

"I don't want to hear any more nonsense about that girl," Mara scoffed, bashing a button on the terminal and cutting off the announcement. "She is not my captain. She will never be my captain. Like fucking hell will I ever take orders from a goddamned child!"

Tapping a few more buttons and examining passing diagrams of the ship that moved across the screen, Mara narrowed her eyes as she scoffed a little.

"I told Ira to get this fixed so we could protect the Aurora, but it seems that like the stupid little brat she anointed captain of this vessel, she too is incapable of doing anything useful around here. I'm just going to have to take matters into my own hands to clean up this mess. Honestly, what would those fools do without me?"

After a few more commands were entered in the terminal, Mara chuckled as she crossed her arms in content.

"There we go. Diverting all power from non-critical sectors now. After enough has been transferred over, I can mobilize our defenses and singlehandedly save this ship. Why Ira didn't just do this to begin with is beyond me."

With a bitter laugh, she looked back over her shoulder as a thought crossed her mind.

"I bet that little brat was cut to ribbons by the intruder, she wouldn't have stood a chance against it. Oh well, not like we needed a damn kid as our captain anyway. I guess something good did come out of this after all. That'll be one less problem for me to deal with after this is all over with, haha!"

With a mean smile the pixie laughed to herself while looking around at her sleeping drones, eagerly awaiting when they would all be able to activate for duty. As she did, the scrolling text below the gradually filling progress bar on the screen continued moving, listing off sectors and compartments that were being powered down in order to provide more energy for the Aurora's hanger and its arsenal.

Among them was a sector that was reporting a failure of an emergency backup power source, however it failed to catch Mara's eye as she was too busy admiring her flying drone while she gently wiped a smudge off its chassis.

*****

"Wow," Lelu breathed out with eyes of wonder.

"What is this place?" Max asked in marvel from atop her back.

"This is the Aurora's cargo bay," a pixie said from beside the group of children that slowly walked in through a doorway onto a high walkway over the expansive chamber. Grace looked over the sleek rail guard at the floor which was far below while Arial was observing the many pixies flying around, with some carrying large crates overhead by way of their strange magic and others moving in haste to other areas that needed their assistance. A few pixies finished mending a broken railing nearby before taking off in a hurry while a floating platform carrying stacks of shipping crates with glowing corner bars hovered by with pixies closely guiding it. Some were seen sliding racks of glowing crystalline rods into the crates while more were stacking steel panels with glowing engravings in them on tall shelves.

"This is the ship’s cargo hold?" Bermuda wondered, skittering up to the railing and looking around in awe. "There's... so much in here. What is all this anyway?"

“That’s classified,” a pixie firmly stated. “All of this is supposed to be super-secret, remember? None of you would normally be permitted in this area, let alone allowed in the ship to begin with. Count yourselves lucky to be able to even glimpse at the amazing wonders we carry onboard.”

“Look out!” a pixie cried out as another rolling blackout came through part of the bay, with a floating platform wavering before dropping down to the floor with a heavy crash while spilling its cargo. Max and the girls looked over the railing at where pixies were swarming around in a panic near the broken crates and damaged platform before Grace slowly shook her head.

“Looks like your amazing wonders just made a mess down there,” she flatly pointed out.

“What just happened?” Lelu asked.

“Ever since the Aurora crashed, the power grid has been less than reliable,” a pixie near them sighed.

“Power grid?” Bermuda repeated in puzzlement. “What’s a power grid?”

“We don’t have time to explain how everything works in here,” a pixie retorted. “To put it in the simplest of terms, think of it this way. There’s a special thing in this ship where all the power comes from. The power moves through the ship and makes everything in here work. But because of the crash, it's become unstable, and as such, the energy needed to run this place smoothly isn’t always getting to where it needs to go. Understand?”

“I think so,” Lelu said, scratching her head.

“The repair teams are trying to get the power stable again, but it’s a difficult process,” a pixie worried. “A lot of locations in the ship don’t even have enough power to operate right now.”

“The ship looked to be in one piece from the outside,” Max commented. “Aside from one of the wings being on fire, this thing didn’t appear too damaged after it crashed down a mountain.”

“The Aurora’s outer armor is exceptionally strong,” a pixie explained. “The framework of this vessel can withstand quite a lot before breaking. However, a lot of what is inside the hull isn’t as strong or resistant to excessive force. The Aurora can handle a crash landing without completely breaking apart, but that doesn’t mean it suffered no damage in doing so.”

“But you can fix it, can’t you?” Bermuda questioned. “You can fix the ship, right?”

“Provided the Ancient doesn’t destroy us all first, perhaps,” a pixie replied with a shrug. “Right now stopping that monster is the only thing we need to focus on.”

“I still don’t understand why First Officer Ira is bringing the captain here of all places,” another said before turning to a crewmate. “You’re sure this is where she was going to be heading?”

“That’s right,” the pixie agreed with a nod. “I was there when she intercepted the captain and rerouted her here. I don’t know how or why, but for some reason taking her here was the only thing that seemed to somewhat pull her out of the Ancient’s control. She isn't free from that monster's power, but she is managing to fight it at least.”

“As soon as she gets here, we can snap her out of that monster’s nightmare completely,” Bermuda assured.

“Where are we going to find her though?” Max asked, looking around. “This place is huge. If your friend is bringing Lucy here, where would they be coming from?”

"This way," a pixie said, waving them forward. "If they're coming here from the front of the ship, they should be coming out on this end of the cargo bay. Hurry, we need to get ready for when they arrive."

"I hope you kids know what you're doing," a pixie worried as the group made haste along the suspended walkway. "If this doesn't work, we're all doomed."

"We can handle this. We'll wake Lucy up and have her give the command to attack that monster," Bermuda said. "I just hope you girls are ready for what comes next."

"She killed so many of you pixies before," Lelu mentioned in concern. "Are you sure you're going to be able to stop her once Lucy gives you the okay to attack?"

"Don't worry, we'll be ready this time," a pixie promised with a determined look. "We have security teams heading to our location as we speak. Once the captain gives the word, we're going to fry that bird."

"I hope for all our sake you're right about that," Lelu frowned.

"She will get what's coming to her," Arial vowed with a cold look in her eyes. She glanced to Max as he rode on Lelu's back, the sight of his bloodied wounds and the strained look he was struggling to repress causing Arial to show a glimmer of concern. It was then replaced with a sharp glare as she turned her attention forward again, with her hair beginning to turn to ice as she felt a sudden boon of anger towards Harrow.

"She will pay for what she's done."

*****

"This way, captain! Hurry!" Ira called out as she led Lucy down a hallway. Looking behind she gasped before quickly veering off to the side, causing Lucy to stumble in her run while a bladed feather whizzed past them with a sharp shrill.

"Watch it with that thing!" Ira cried out before pulling Lucy aside the other way, narrowly avoiding the feather as it recoiled past them back to Harrow. "Hey, knock it off! You can't kill her, you need her alive, remember?"

"I'm starting to wonder if she's worth the trouble," Harrow coldly remarked as she caught the feather in her wing.

"I am curious how many others have said that about her," Ira commented with a worried look at Lucy. "But still, she's just a kid! Don't you even have the slightest bit of a heart in you?"

With a sharp swing, Harrow sent out three more feathers towards them, with Ira screaming as she pulled Lucy over into an adjacent hallway. The bladed feathers streaked by behind them and struck into the wall with a flurry of sparks as the pixie led Lucy down the corridor.

"I'll take that as a no!" Ira barked back. She looked around quickly before yanking Lucy aside and down a smaller hallway. "Hurry, captain! This way! We're almost there! Just keep thinking about your treasure!"

"My treasure! I'm coming, don't worry! I'll save you!" Lucy cried out as she started running faster.

"I'm starting to wonder if that's all you ever think about," Ira worriedly mentioned before leading the girl down another passageway.

*****

"I don't like this," Max mentioned in unease. He, along with Grace and Lelu, were keeping low behind a railing of the walkway along with a few pixies, all of them carefully peeking over the top towards the nearby end of the cargo bay. The suspended bridge they were on ran over a busy section of pixies moving boxes around below them, while in front were two different entrances to the chamber that were spaced far apart from each other on either side of the group. On the left, Arial could be seen gently flying in place off to the side of the entrance she and a pixie were watching over, while on the right, Bermuda was crawling on the wall over her own tunnel that she and a pixie were guarding.

"Which one are they going to come through?" Lelu nervously asked.

"We don't know," a pixie replied. "That's why we're covering both of them. Based on the direction where First Officer Ira would be coming from, these two passageways would be the most logical way she would get here."

"This is fine," Grace asserted, trying to hide her own anxiety. "We've got Arial and Bermuda watching both of them. No matter which one Lucy comes out of, we can get her."

"Harrow is going to be right behind her," Max pointed out. "We won't have much time to act."

"We're ready for her this time," the pixie said, tapping a button that appeared over her wrist along with a translucent console. "We're in position to intercept and rescue the captain. Standby to destroy the Ancient in Sector 16-A15."

"Copy that," a girl's voice replied. Looking up, the pixie smirked at something while Max and the girls watched in surprise. Near the ceiling of the grand room where glowing blue engravings were running along the walls, a wide shimmering wave of cube-like light spread out overhead before fading to reveal a giant gathering of pixies all hovering in place with focused expressions.

"Wow," Lelu breathed out.

"That's... a lot of pixies," Max agreed.

"How many of you girls are there on this ship anyway?" Grace asked.

"The Aurora carries a crew of 2,000," the pixie replied with a proud tone, surprising them. "Even if our defense systems are offline, we can still protect this ship using all the power our Creator has bestowed us with. All nearby security teams have assembled here for this mission, and they shall not fail in their task."

"There are 2,000 pixies on this ship?" Lelu said in disbelief. "That's crazy."

"That wretched Ancient got the drop on our sisters in the medical bay," another pixie chimed in with a growl. "This time the tables will be turned on that despicable bird."

"Well, I'm feeling better about our odds of survival now," Grace said while eyeing the large cloud of pixies hovering above them.

"Here's hoping it will be enough," Max worried as they all turned their sights back onto the two entrances.

The echoing sounds of cargo being moved and pixies shouting continued throughout the hall. The lights flickered and went out briefly, being followed by escalated screaming and loud crashes. Max grunted softly and held his bandaged shoulder, earning concerned glances from Lelu and Grace as they watched the boy struggling to hide his pain. The pixies above remained ready for the upcoming fight, with some holding their hands out at the ready while building up small green glows in them, and others were eyeing their unusual support of children they had for this operation.

Yet after a long period of uneasy tension passed, everyone began to exchange worried looks as nobody was coming through the two guarded entryways.

“Where are they?” Lelu asked. “Shouldn’t they have gotten here by now?”

“If they were coming straight from the command deck,” a pixie theorized. “They should have reached us by now.”

“But what if they weren’t coming here straight from the command deck?” Max questioned her.

“What do you mean? First Officer Ira said she was bringing them to the cargo bay, that means she would be coming from this direction.”

“But what if they had trouble getting here?” Max pointed out. “Harrow would be chasing them the entire time, right? What if Ira couldn’t go in a straight line, and instead was forced to take another path to escape the Ancient?”

“Then… that would mean…” the pixie said with a nervous frown. "Um... that would mean..."

“For fuck’s sake,” Grace grunted. “That means they could be coming at us from any goddamn direction, couldn’t they?”

"But they had to have been coming from this way," the pixie argued. Tapping a button on her wrist console she spoke again. "This is officer Bealtrix reporting from the cargo bay. Locate current position of Captain Lucy at once."

"Captain Lucy is currently enroute to the cargo bay," a girl's voice spoke back. "She is traveling through Sector 12-C17 to your position."

"Sector 12-C17?" the pixie repeated in bewilderment. "Why is she over there?"

"Where is she?" Max asked.

"She's moving through the testing facility of the Aurora, she's way off-course!" the pixie exclaimed. Hovering into the air, the girl quickly looked around before pointing off to the side. "She's coming from Sector 12, everyone to Gate C now!"

"What? She's over there now?" a pixie asked in surprise.

"Move it, ladies! Move, move, move!"

"Come on, this way!" a pixie said as she led Max, Lelu, and Grace down the walkway.

"We need to move, quickly!" another shouted as she followed Bermuda who hopped down from the wall onto the bridge and skittered after the others. Arial flew through the air with the pixies above, all of them soaring over the cargo bay towards another exit further away.

"We can still get the drop on the Ancient if we move fast enough," a pixie reasoned as she flew with Max and the girls. They led the way with everyone following close behind, crossing over a few suspended bridges before coming up to a long straight path that led to a doorway to the chamber.

"There, she's going to be coming through that passageway any second now," the pixie said, pointing ahead. "Everyone get into position and- wait... what's going on?"

As they drew closer to the exit, everyone saw a few pixies flying around near the door which had a small window built into it and was currently closed. A pixie near a glowing console next to it was frantically tapping buttons that flickered and flashed erratically while sparks burst from the panel next to it.

"What are you doing?" the pixie with Max's group said as they came closer. "Get that door open, the captain is on her way here right now!"

"We can't!" the crewmate cried out at her. "The controls are damaged, we can't get the door to budge!"

"What? The door's stuck?" Grace asked. "Then get it unstuck, hurry!"

"We're trying, it's not responding to any of our commands!"

"Is there another way they can go to get around it?" Max asked.

"No, there isn't," a pixie feared. "This is the only passageway that comes from Sector 12."

"What's the problem? What are you all doing standing around?" Bermuda said as she skittered up to them.

"The fucking door is stuck, that's the problem," Grace snapped as she waved to the door.

"Stuck? What do you mean stuck?"

"It's not opening, what do you think stuck means?" the pixie bashing her fist on the console shouted back.

"Do something, quick!" Max urged. "They're going to be here any second now!"

"They already are!" Lelu exclaimed, pointing to the window where Ira could be seen banging her fists onto from the other side. The little woman shook her head and shouted something before looking behind in terror while desperately hitting the glass.

"Ma'am!" a pixie said, racing up and holding her hands to the window. "Captain! Do something, they're trapped now!"

"Harrow's going to slaughter them, get that door open!" Grace shouted at the pixies.

"It's not responding! I can't open it!" the pixie at the terminal cried out in dismay.

Lelu turned around and started kicking with her hind legs at the door, her hooves banging against the steel and only pushing herself away without leaving so much as a dent in the barrier. Max and Grace grabbed the door's edge and struggled to pull it to no avail, neither being able to move it in the slightest.

"Dammit, this thing won't budge!" Max grunted.

"I can't knock it down. What is this thing made of anyway?" Lelu complained.

"Arial, mind giving us a hand here?" Grace barked out at the angel.

Arial ran up and pushed Max and the girls aside, the angel then grabbing the door's edge and pulling on it while using her foot to push away from the frame. The steel could be heard whining and screeching as the door began to slide open, sparks and loud grinding noises coming from the side of the barrier as it struggled to hold up against the little girl's strength.

"Wow, she is strong," Bermuda said in awe, watching as Arial managed to open the door enough for Ira to fit through. The pixie kept pulling on Lucy's hand while the copycat was clawing at the door in a panic; not from what was behind her, but rather her desperation to get into the room before her that supposedly contained all her valuable treasure.

"Hurry, the Ancient is right behind us!" Ira cried out.

"Let me through, let me in, goddammit!" Lucy shouted. "I need to get through right now!"

"I'm trying," Arial grunted as she struggled to move the door, only managing to budge it open a little more before it stopped again.

"Get her out of there!" Ira cried out. Max rushed over and grabbed Lucy's hand, himself and Ira trying to pull the copycat through as she squeezed her head and shoulder through the opening.

"Come on, you're almost through," Max urged. He held the girl around her shoulder and kept pulling while Ira frantically zipped back and forth while tugging on Lucy's hand. After a few more hard pulls while Lucy frantically squirmed her way through, Max yanked the copycat out through the gap before they dropped onto the floor together.

"Captain, are you okay?" Ira called out.

"AHHH!" Lucy screamed, the girl sitting atop Max and frantically clawing at him while he struggled to hold her arms back. In her eyes she saw a horrifically disfigured human snarling at her from below while it howled with a deathly cry.

"What the hell is this thing, and what is it doing in my ship?" Lucy demanded. "You stinky bastard, keep your filthy hands off my treasure! Get away from it, get away!"

"Stop!" Max cried out while taking a few strikes of her claws across his face and arms. "Ah! Stop it, what are you doing? I was just trying to help you, that's all! Ah! Knock it off! Stop it!"

"Quit it, you stupid bitch!" Grace yelled, running over and trying to wrestle Lucy off the boy. "Leave him alone! Ah! You fucker, watch it with those claws of yours, you fucking whore!"

She blinked then looked at Lucy carefully, her eyes examining the girl’s cat ears and tail before she started to show a cautious glare at her.

‘Wait a minute, this girl… now that I think about it… she looks like… like… like a copycat!’

Before she could reach out to strangle the girl, she then spotted the cut on Lucy’s forehead and the red blood around it, drawing a cautious look from the elf.

‘Hold on, she has red blood? No, she can’t be a copycat, their blood is black. She must be some other kind of cat monster. Lucky her, or else I’d bash her fucking teeth in.’

"Captain! Captain, snap out of it!" Ira pleaded, flying over in front of the screaming girl. "Captain? Captain!"

"Wake her up, hurry!" Lelu ordered.

"If I zap her now I'll hit Max," Bermuda argued as she skittered over and tried pulling Lucy away with Grace, which only resulted in the copycat wildly throwing her claws around at the two other grotesque monsters she envisioned trying to attack her.

"Would someone please calm her down, please?" Max called out.

"Captain, they're not the enemy!" Ira insisted. "Please listen to me! Stop, you have to get a hold of yourself!"

"None of you stupid things are going anywhere near my treasure!" Lucy shouted while slashing her claws around in a frenzy. "This stuff is all mine, you hear me? Mine mine mine!"

"What the fuck is she talking about?" Grace demanded before taking a scratch to her face. “Ah! You bitch!”

"Ow, dammit, those claws of hers are sharp," Bermuda whined as she backed away while holding her arm.

Arial scowled at Lucy before marching over to her, leaving the door behind to screech as it slammed shut again, before she grabbed Lucy's shirt from behind and yanked the thrashing copycat into the air. The angel narrowed her eyes before a gust of arctic wind erupted around her and blasted the copycat from behind, instantly frosting over her clothes and hair while causing the girl to lock up with a sharp yelp. With a stunned face, Lucy shakily shivered while remaining still in Arial's hold, with everyone watching in wonder while the angel showed a clear look of discontent towards the girl.

"Stop hurting Max," Arial spoke in such a cold, ominous tone that some of the onlookers swore it was closer to a death threat than a simple warning.

Max and the girls backed away while Arial dropped Lucy onto her feet, with the copycat wavering with a feeble whine before she fell to the floor with a thump.

"Captain? Can you hear me? Speak to me," Ira said as she hovered down low next to the shivering girl.

"Ira?" Lucy shakily asked. She slowly sat up while holding her trembling arms around herself, the girl blinking a few times with eyes that gradually focused before she turned to the pixie near her with a weak groan. "Wha... what's going on? My head hurts and... it's so cold all of a sudden."

"Lucy, you're back to normal. Thank the Creator," Ira said in relief as she hugged the cat's head.

"Back to normal? What do you- wait! My treasure!" Lucy exclaimed, hopping with a startle. "Where is it? Is it okay? What happened to it?"

"Treasure?" a nearby pixie asked in puzzlement.

"Never mind that right now," Ira told Lucy while holding her head to keep the confused copycat's gaze on her. "Please, you have to give us the order to attack that Ancient before she gets here. Please, captain!"

"Ancient? What's an Ancient?" Lucy asked. "What are you talking about? Do you mean Harrow?"

"She's not who you think she is, captain," Ira insisted, shaking her head. "She's messing with your mind to trick you. She's the one who attacked the ship, she's the one that made us crash here. She's the one who is trying to take over the Aurora!"

"She was? But... my mom said..."

"Your mom was never here, you idiot," Grace argued, earning a puzzled grimace from the copycat. "We were right there when Harrow started fucking with your head using her creepy powers. You were talking to thin air the entire time you were speaking to your 'mom'."

"I was?" Lucy wondered. "But... how..."

"The Ancient was making you see things," Ira explained. "She was using you, captain."

"I don't understand. Harrow is... an Ancient? What's an Ancient?"

With a loud shaky hum, the entire cargo bay went dark. Every floating platform in the hall had its lights go out and dropped to the floor with heavy crashes while pixies flew away with tiny screams. All the lights, consoles, and glowing handles of the storage containers went out as the chamber was plunged into darkness. Max and his group remained on guard as everything around them had gone dark, with a few echoing snaps being heard before orange lights started to turn on throughout the bay. Flashing red lights also started up here and there in the hall, both of which provided enough illumination to roughly make out what was nearby. The pixies themselves emitted soft blue glows from their wings, which alone wouldn't have been much light to begin with, however with the massive gathering of them overhead it began to resemble a starry night sky to those below.

"What happened?" Lelu fearfully asked.

"All the lights went out," Grace said.

"We can see that," Bermuda mentioned.

"I can hardly see anything," Max said in unease.

"Oh no," Ira breathed out. “Not now.”

"Ira?" Lucy slowly asked. "What's going on?"

"We lost power to the cargo bay," a pixie worriedly said.

"I'm going to guess that power grid thingy failed?" Grace assumed.

"Looks like it," a pixie agreed. "We only have backup lights on now, everything else here is offline."

Further away from them in a special section of the cargo bay, a strange glow of dark blue and pale green light was seen coming from behind a wall of supplies.

"Oh no," a pixie in the Anomalous Storage sector gasped. She and her crewmates watched in fear as the pulsating force fields surrounding the special containment unit wavered before going out. The four standing pillars lost all power with their glowing engravings slowly fading away. Between them, the floating box remained in place while its corner bars continued to give off their light, although the eerie glow from the box's cosmic radiance was what illuminated the nearby area and all the pixies that stared at it nervously.

"The seal... is it still holding?" a pixie asked.

"I think so."

"The seal was created to sustain itself off of the energy locked away within the containment prison," the operator pixie clarified. "As long as it isn't disturbed, it should hold until power is properly restored."

"Let's just hope nothing else happens to disturb it," a pixie worried.

Max and the girls looked around at the hauntingly dark hall they were in, with Grace, Bermuda, and Lucy being able to see with better clarity thanks to their nocturnal vision but which did not provide any relief in doing so.

"All the treasure in here better be worth the trouble it’s brought me," Lucy muttered.

"Captain," Ira spoke up in urgency. "You have to give the order for us to attack the Ancient. You have to give us the okay to do so before it's too late."

"Ira, you're not making sense," Lucy argued with her. "I don't understand what you're saying. What is an Ancient?"

A loud bang came from the other side of the sealed door, followed by another as a large dent bulged outward from the impacts. Everyone watched with heightened alarm as a few more heavy bangs were heard before a razing strike from a steel wing sliced through the door with a shower of sparks.

"What in Eden?" Lucy softly said.

A few more strikes from the razor-sharp feathers carved around the door before it was suddenly blasted outward, the broken barrier trailing sparks and smoke as it flew over Max and the girls who screamed and ducked low. With a heavy crash the door slammed through the bridge further behind them, causing the walkway to shake and the children to cry out in surprise while the destroyed door fell and slammed into a pile of shipping containers below.

Lucy looked back at where a giant gap was between their remaining walkway and the network of others that crossed over the cargo bay before she turned to see sparks and small flames coming from the newly formed opening ahead of them. Through the torn gateway, two small white glows could be seen, slowly drawing closer as they swayed slightly. A loud pop came from the damaged wall along with a sharp flash, illuminating Harrow for a moment as the harpy walked towards the group while the engravings in her steel feathers glowed softly amidst the darkened hall along with the white rings in her eyes. The emergency lights gave the Ancient’s wings and feet an unholy crimson gleam while the aura she exuded sent chills down everyone’s spines.

"What the hell is that?" Lucy breathed out with wide eyes. "Is that..."

"Harrow," Max cautioned as he backed up with Lucy, the girl now clinging to his back as she nervously watched the Ancient harpy who appeared to be staring right at her with eerily glowing eyes.

"Captain, please, give us the order to attack," Ira stressed while watching Harrow anxiously. "You have to give us permission to fight back or we can't do anything."

"I... I..." Lucy uttered before gulping.

“Children,” Harrow coldly spoke. “What are you doing out here? I thought you were supposed to be confined to your room until I returned.”

“We were let out on good behavior,” Bermuda quipped as she skittered backwards with her friends.

“That’s Harrow?” Lucy said, pointing at the harpy in disbelief. “That monster is Harrow? But… what happened to her? Why does she look like that? That’s not how she was a minute ago. What the hell kind of harpy is she?”

“A very, very, very bad one,” Lelu nervously answered.

“Captain!” Ira shouted at Lucy. “Give us the order to attack, right now!”

“We’re ready to fight, captain!” a pixie above declared as all of them took aim at the Ancient with hands that built up jade glows.

“Just give us the word and we’ll fry this bird!”

“Is that what this has been about?” Harrow mused. “How quaint. Were you leading me into an ambush, was that your strategy?”

Lucy looked around at all the pixies that were ready to leap into battle above them, a smug grin forming on her face as she pushed Max aside and stepped forward with a hearty laugh at the Ancient.

“So, you were the one who attacked my ship, huh? I knew something was wrong when I saw you, I just knew you were up to something. This thing was never yours to begin with, you just wanted to take it from me. Well too bad for you, because like hell anyone is going to be stealing this ship today!”

“Um, you stole it today, remember?” Ira dryly pointed out.

“Shut up! I didn’t steal it, I found it! There’s a difference, Ira!”

“If you say so, captain,” Ira sighed.

“Anyway, I’m not handing the Aurora over to anyone, especially some ugly, smelly bird with creepy wings and feet. I don’t know what you are, Ancient or whatever, but you made the biggest mistake ever by coming here and crossing me. You’re going to pay for messing with my head and damaging my new ship. Everyone, take aim at this stupid bitch and get ready to teach her some manners with treating me with some proper respect. As for you, Ms. Creepy Harpy Bitch, anything you want to say before my crew kicks your ass?”

“Yes,” Harrow said, then narrowed her eyes as an ear-piercing screech sounded off in everyone’s heads. Max and the girls screamed as they held their ears while all the pixies staggered in their flight, the little monstergirls letting out distorted cries while their wings trembled behind them.

“You should have given the order to strike when you had the chance,” Harrow scolded as she lifted her wings up. With a swift strike downward, she sliced through the walkway with a sharp strike and flurry of sparks, causing the severed bridge to drop down into the darkened hall. Max and the girls stumbled and cried out as the platform fell before the side of it struck a stack of shipping crates, causing the broken walkway to tilt before it slammed onto the floor. The children were thrown off and tumbled across the floor while they screamed from the deafening blare going through their heads.

“Captain!” Ira called out while holding her ears. The pixie dissolved into glimmering cubes along with all of her crewmates in the cargo bay, with pixies all across the Aurora screaming in distress as the psionic wave struck them once again before they too vanished into cubic light. The glowing engravings near the ceilings switched from blue to orange while warning lights began flashing in all the halls, with all the advanced systems and devices in the ship again being crippled and shut down as the harpy’s psionic wave incapacitated every pixie onboard.

All except for one.

“AHH!” Mara cried out, holding her ears as the screeching noise crossed over her. Shaking her head while staggering against the wall in her flight, the pixie screamed furiously as she managed to move her trembling hand and tap a few buttons over her wrist console.

“No you don’t! I’m not going down that easily!” she yelled out. At her side, her drone hovered nearby while letting off a spherical distortion with a sharp whine, something that washed over Mara and blocked out the noise in her ears. The pixie growled as she caught her breath while the drone continued to emit rippling pluses that negated the ominous screeching sound for its owner.

“That won’t work on me,” Mara snarled, showing a dark glare in her eyes. “You can’t lock me out like you can with my worthless crewmates, I know how to defend against you. I already prepared for another psionic strike to occur, my drones are set to block out that damned interference wave without breaking a sweat.”

Looking around the hanger, she saw all the ceiling engravings having turned orange while red flashing lights were going off in the darkened chamber.

“I warned you, Ira. I warned you. You should have listened to me and prioritized fixing this section of the ship first. Without me defending the Aurora there’s nothing to stop that fucking monster from destroying you all. Maybe now you’ll understand who is really in charge around here.”

She flew back over to the terminal in the wall that was now showing only distorted static and didn’t respond to her touching it. With a scoff she began tapping her wrist console while the lights in the hanger went out momentarily.

“Just a bit more and then I’ll be ready to act,” she reasoned. “My perfect creations should have all the power they need to operate soon, I just need to do a few more adjustments to ensure they’re properly equipped to handle that fucker’s stupid tricks. And once they are, oh yes, that foolish invader had better start running, because I’m coming after it with everything I’ve got!”

With a weary groan, Max slowly got onto his feet, the deafening noise in his ears coming and going as he felt both dizzy from his mind going numb and also the pain his shoulder and back were now in.

“For crying out loud,” he grunted, shaking his head. “I wonder if my sisters ever have days like this.”

Looking around he then noticed nobody else was nearby, a familiar phenomenon that drew a worried look over him.

“Oh crap, not this again.”

“Max? Grace? Anyone?” Lelu nervously called out as she slowly got back onto her feet. “Where are you?”

“Fucking hell,” Grace cursed as she searched the area around her. “Not this shit again. Hey! Max? Bermuda? Lelu? Anyone? Where the fuck did you all go?”

“Where are you?” Bermuda called out, waving her hands around in front of her as she tried searching for her companions. “Max? You’re still here, right? You’re all still here, aren’t you? Hey! Someone please answer me!”

“Where did they go?” Arial quietly asked, getting onto her feet and looking around carefully. “How did they all disappear like that?”

“What just happened?” Lucy whined, getting up and holding her head. Shaking off the headache she was having, she looked around to see everyone had vanished, including all the pixies in the air. “Hey, where did you all go? Where is everyone? Hello?”

“Dammit,” Max cursed, looking around quickly with a frustrated scowl. “I’ve had enough of your games, Harrow! I know you’re trying to mess with our minds again, you're not fooling anyone! I know you’re still there, I know you’re watching us right now!”

The sound of steel scraping together could be heard flying overhead, with Max stumbling around in circles as he searched for any sign of the harpy amidst the darkened chamber. The emergency lighting provided little illumination to see very far, yet the echoing noise of metal scratching against metal seemed so close to him.

“Quit hiding and show yourself!” Max shouted. “I’m not afraid of you, you damned bird! Show yourself already! Why do you have to resort to tormenting young girls anyway? Does that make you feel strong? Does that make you feel scary? You’re nothing but a bully! Leave them alone and deal with me if you’re so tough! I dare you! I’m right here, come after me and me alone if you dare!”

“Oh, you dare me, do you?” Harrow’s voice spoke from above. “Are you sure that’s what you want? You appear to be shaking in fear right now.”

“I’m not afraid of you!” Max yelled back. “You don’t scare me, Harrow! I know you’re just trying to make me see things that aren’t real! You’re just looking to confuse and scare me, all you’re doing is hiding behind your tricks! Well I’m not falling for it! I know you’re the only evil one here, you’re the only real monster on this ship! You have no power over me! I’m not afraid of you, you goddamned freak!”

“Is that so?” Harrow wondered. Max showed a cautious look before a gust of wind hit him from behind. Spinning around, he jumped from seeing the Ancient standing there while watching him with a solemn look and softly glowing eyes with white rings in them.

“You truly are an odd one, boy,” Harrow said. “You’ve managed to live this long without killing yourself from my song. You chose to defy me all in a vain attempt to save your little friends. And now you dare speak to me with such impudence despite the fact that I could crush you without the slightest bit of effort. I must know, please tell me. Why are you so incredibly stubborn and stupid?”

Max started backing up as Harrow walked towards him, her steel talons scratching the floor with each step as she stared at the boy with her haunting eyes.

“Why do you even care what happens to those monsters you claim are your friends-”

“Shut up!” Max snapped. “They’re not monsters! They're not monsters at all! You’re the only monster here!”

“Oh yes, that’s right,” Harrow quipped, raising an eyebrow at him. “You said something rather peculiar about them earlier, didn’t you? Yes. You said you loved them. You actually feel love for those pathetic creatures, don’t you?”

“Stop talking about them like that!” Max yelled, grabbing a broken panel from the ground and throwing at her. The object struck her wing and bounced away with a clang, with the harpy not even batting an eyelash nor giving it a fleeting glance.

“What’s wrong, boy? Did I upset you by calling those disgusting vermin you seem to fancy a bad name? I spoke no lies when I did so, I assure you. You’re all nothing but pathetic little bugs, each and every one of you.”

“Shut up!” Max yelled, grabbing a bent rod and throwing it at the harpy. It struck her chest and bounced away while the Ancient continued stepping closer towards him.

“How curious,” Harrow mused, coming to a stop. “They really mean that much to you? Are you being serious right now? It really does upset you knowing that they’re going to be dead very soon, doesn’t it?”

“No they won’t!” Max shouted, snatching up a twisted pipe and swinging at the Ancient. He struck her wings again and again, the impacts and echoing clanks it made being ignored by Harrow who merely observed him with her stoic gaze.

“Goddammit, leave them alone, leave them alone already!” Max cried out. “You can’t treat them this way, you can’t do this to them! Just leave them alone, they’ve been through hell already, they don’t need you making their lives worse! Stop messing around with them, stop it!”

Harrow swiftly knocked the pipe out of Max’s hands with her wing, startling the boy who quickly backed up before he hit the wall of storage crates behind him. Harrow examined him for a moment then showed a slight smirk.

“I must say, I’m surprised that those little bugs mean so much to you. I have no idea how it could be possible, but it seems you do indeed care for them greatly. You actually love them. How very… pitiful.”

Holding her wing to Max's neck, she paused while watching him closely. Holding as still as he could, Max glared at her in frustration, with the Ancient thinking about something before she slowly stepped back.

"You know, I'm rather curious now. I wonder which would bring you more pain. My steel on your flesh, or their screams in your ears."

"If you want someone to hurt, then just hurt me," Max snapped. "Leave them alone. You can do whatever you want to me so long as you leave them out of this."

Harrow looked him over and chuckled slightly before the echoing screech in Max’s ears faded away. The darkened hall brightened slightly as the Ancient’s power was lifted from his eyes. In doing so, Max showed a surprised look as all the girls came into view. Each of them were calling out to one another and also him with empty eyes and nervous expressions, with none of them being able to see anyone through the illusory veil that remained over their minds.

“Girls,” he softly said.

“Let's do a little experiment, shall we?” Harrow said, getting his attention. "So that I will know what brings a misguided soul like yourself the most agony and despair as possible.”

“What are you talking about? What are you going to do?”

Narrowing her eyes, Harrow showed Max a cold smile while her eyes pierced his nervous gaze. Suddenly, all the girls screamed as a loud screech sounded off in their heads, something that quickly stunned them as their minds began racing.

“Stop it! What are you doing?” Max yelled.

“You’ve heard my song before,” Harrow mused. “But that wasn’t anything special. I honestly didn’t put that much effort into it; it was just a simple melody to deal with the vermin around this ship. But you all survived somehow, you persisted and came this far when nobody else could. It truly did surprise me."

Leaning close to Max, the harpy showed a derisive smirk at him.

"This time, I’m going to give them a special song to dance to. One that will bring forth their deepest, darkest fears that lay buried within their mind.”

Slowly, the girls began to quiet down as they regained themselves from the noise that diminished in their ears. With weary groans, the girls wavered atop their feet with unfocused eyes, with Max looking at them worriedly before Harrow stepped back.

“I assure you, it won’t be long before they take the only way out that they can,” Harrow coldly remarked. “They will not escape this nightmare, not this time. They will die here, by their own hands, out of desperation to escape their own fears. One by one, they will fall. I promise you that.”

“No. You can’t do this to them,” Max stressed through gritted teeth.

“You, however, will be my test subject for this experiment,” Harrow said, pointing to him with her wing. "I must know, between their agonizing screams and the physical trauma I can bestow upon you, which will be more terrifying and painful to endure?"

“What?” Max nervously asked. "What are you talking about?"

“It’s simple. I want to hear you scream like you mean it,” Harrow said, holding her steel feathers near his neck. “And I want to know which is it that will bring forth the most tantalizing and beautiful cries of despair from your soul. So, let's find out, shall we?"

Max stared at her in fear before glancing over at the girls. He saw them wearily calling out his name again, however one by one they started to look over their shoulders as something unseen caught their attention.

“I'm going to throw them into a nightmare so deep and horrifying, that death will seem like a merciful release for them,” Harrow explained.

Lelu’s eyes widened as she saw two familiar looking gremlins approaching her from the darkened aisle between the cargo crates. The monsters were snickering at her while holding bloodied daggers, something the trembling centaur recognized all too well.

“Well, look who we found,” one of them chuckled.

“Long time no see, little lamb,” the other snidely remarked. “We missed you.”

“No… it can’t be… not you…” Lelu breathed out in horror.

“We’re so happy to have found you again,” a gremlin said with a mean grin. “We had hoped to kill you right beside your dear old mommy, but you went and ran away before we could all play together.”

“We carved up that old bitch real good,” the other said, licking her dagger. “A shame you weren’t there to see it.”

“You can’t be here… you can’t be,” Lelu whined, backing up.

"Your mother probably misses you," a gremlin laughed. "She's probably calling out your name in the underworld right now, wondering where her scared little girl is."

"Don't worry," the other said as they held their blades at the ready. "You'll be seeing her soon, right after we take our time and carve you up nice and good."

“I want you to listen to their cries," Harrow ordered Max. "I want you to watch as they tear themselves apart right before your eyes."

Grace stared with wide eyes as she slowly turned around, watching in terror as two familiar faces stepped around a corner into view.

“No,” Grace breathed out, her eyes twitching as she saw Jovian and Jacqueline giggling at her with devilish smiles.

“Hey there, cutie,” Jovian purred.

“We’ve been looking for you,” Jacqueline said with a wink.

“No. No. Not you two,” Grace shakily said as she backed up. "What the fuck are you doing here?"

“I’m so glad you’re still alive,” Jovian said, feigning concern before smiling wickedly at the girl. “Now we can take our time and savor every last bite of you, my little elven delight.”

“I can’t wait to hear you scream for us,” Jacqueline said with a sensual murmur. “We've been waiting so long for it. Let’s get started sister, I want to hear how loud she can really get.”

“As do I, sister,” Jovian chuckled as they watched Grace shaking her head and stumbling back.

"And while you do that," Harrow continued. "I'm going to slowly peel you apart, flesh and bone, bit by bit, to see if the pain you experience is enough to truly distract you from their suffering."

Bermuda watched in surprise as a body dropped to the ground near her. It was a giant butterfly who slowly got back onto her feet, the monstergirl’s skin being pale and her eyes bloodshot. With blood coming from her ears, eyes, and mouth, the groaning butterfly wavered atop her feet while staring at Bermuda with a morbid gaze.

“Please…” the giant butterfly sputtered with blood dripping from her chin. “Help… me…”

“What the… who… who are you?” Bermuda faintly asked. She jumped as the butterfly keeled over and violently threw up blood and gore, something Bermuda stared at in shock before showing fright.

“No… it can’t be…” she shakily argued. “You… you have…”

“Velaprean... Exi,” the butterfly groaned before looking up at Bermuda with a ghastly face. “Please… help us…”

“Velaprean Exi,” Bermuda breathed out in horror, backing up. “No, it can’t be that. You can’t… you… wait, us? What do you mean… us?”

Looking past the giant butterfly, Bermuda gasped as she saw more of the sickly monsters shambling towards her, all of them coughing out blood and reaching towards the trembling spider.

“Oh my god,” Bermuda whined. “No. Stay back. Stay away. You can’t come near me, you can’t. You-”

She then glanced up and froze in terror, seeing dozens more of the diseased giant butterflies leaning over the stacks of cargo, dropping from the walkways, and stumbling towards her from around every corner.

“Help… us…” the giant butterfly grunted as she started walking towards Bermuda again.

“As soon as the screaming starts,” Harrow mused, glancing at her steel wing for a moment before smirking at Max. “So too will our little experiment.”

“Valentina?” Arial softly asked, staring in wonder at seeing the angel approaching her. “But… I thought you were dead.”

“No,” Valentina sneered with a cruel smile. She clapped her hands together, conjuring hot burning flames that she whipped around and set ablaze to her wings. Arial’s eyes widened as she saw Valentina walking towards her with flaming hands and wings, the adult angel chuckling to herself before she flicked some hair away from her face, in doing so causing a few flames to run along through the locks.

“But you are,” Valentina said with a dark glare.

“This can’t be real,” Arial breathed out. “It can’t be.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Valentina smirked. Arial trembled and slowly took a step back while the flaming angel threw fireballs around with mere flicks of her wrist, setting the nearby area and storage boxes aflame.

“Now then,” Valentina said as she pointed at Arial. “You wanted to fight, right? Well, let’s do this, little runt.”

"But don't worry," Harrow assured. "I'm not going to use any tricks on your mind, that would defeat the purpose of this after all. No, I want you to see everything happening around you, I want you to be fully aware of it all."

Lucy’s mouth started to quiver while her eyes widened as far as they would go. Slowly, she shook her head while taking a fearful step back, a quiet whine escaping her mouth while a few tears started to form.

“No… it can’t be… not you…” she whimpered as she saw someone approaching her.

“Hello there, my little kitty,” Jesseth said with a cold smile. The man walked towards the trembling copycat while dressed only in his pants and boots, his hungry eyes going over the little girl’s body which sent chills down her spine.

“I’ve missed you,” he said before licking his lips. “My, you are looking rather tasty as always.”

“No. You’re dead. My dad killed you,” Lucy whined. “You’re dead. You can’t be here. You can’t be here. You can’t…”

“Haha! Oh, but I feel so alive,” Jesseth said, holding his arms out. “In fact, let me demonstrate how much energy my body still has in it. What do you say we pick up where we left off, my little fucktoy?”

Lucy trembled as she started to cry, the girl keeping her arms near her chest as she stumbled back in her steps while he began advancing on her.

“Don’t you walk away from me,” Jesseth said with a dark gleam in his eye. “Get over here and meow like a good little kitty. Or scream, or cry, it makes no difference to me.”

“I want you to see your loved ones dying by their own hands,” Harrow coldly said. “I want you to see your own innards as I rip them out of you. I want you to see it all, boy, and know that it's all real.”

“You're crazy!” Max shouted. “You're out of your goddamned mind! Why are you doing this to them? Why can't you just leave them alone? Isn't torturing me enough for you?”

"No," Harrow plainly said. "It honestly isn't. Now do your best to endure what comes next. And please, be honest, I really do wish to know which will bring you the greatest pain you've ever known. Will it be the sounds of those you love crying out in horror and agony, or will your own screams of torment block them out entirely? Do let me know before you finally cross the pale, I am genuinely curious."

Max kept himself pressed back against the wall while growling quietly in frustration at the harpy, his attention then shifting to the girls as all five of them suddenly screamed at the top of their lungs. The sheer terror in their eyes, the deathly shrieks they made, and how they all quickly turned and ran away while taking off in all directions; Max watched it all unfold while feeling his heart aching from seeing them falling into another dark nightmare. He then saw Harrow raising her wing to strike while narrowing her eyes at him.

“Let's begin.”

With that the Ancient swung her bladed wing at the boy, narrowly missing as Max leapt aside as fast as he could. The razor-sharp feathers sliced through the container behind him, destroying it outright while causing the stack of crates to come loose and fall towards them. Max cried out as he ran down the aisle with large shipping containers dropping behind him with loud crashes, the boy covering his head and stumbling in his run as he made a desperate dash towards an intersection ahead. Jumping into a roll, he just missed being crushed by a falling steel box before he dropped to his hand and knees. Looking back with shaky breathing, he saw the path behind completely blocked now, with his gaze turning up to see Harrow flying over the wreckage while watching him with her eerily glowing eyes.

"Try not to perish too quickly," Harrow calmly said. "That will spoil the fun."




Chapter 16

Protect

In the world of Eden, there were always difficult times to overcome for all. Life wasn’t without its hardships, with many bad experiences leaving a lasting mark on those that suffered from them, sometimes manifesting as a lasting trauma or paralyzing fear which could plague them for years to come. From coming face to face with evil itself, running for your life from a deadly horror, or even trying desperately not to let go of those most important to you; surmounting these trials would always prove difficult if faced alone. 

It was in these times that they hoped for someone to aid them, to save them, and to protect them.

*****

Running as fast as he could, Max narrowly avoided a steel feather as it pierced the floor behind him with a sharp strike. Rounding a corner in the storage aisle another feather sliced through a crate and missed his arm by an inch, with more feathers raining down and slashing apart containers all around him. With a loud cry, Max held his arms over his head before dodging aside down a gap between the tall stacks of boxes. Managing to fit through the small opening, Max hurried along in the narrow corridor while breathing heavily. His arm and back were flaring in pain, his hands were sore and stiff, and looking back he felt a deathly chill as he saw Harrow slicing her wing through the crates with a flurry of sparks. The Ancient's glowing eyes observed Max shuffling through the gap before she walked off to the side.

"Oh man, what do I do now?" Max asked himself. "How am I supposed to stop this damned bird?"

The echoing sounds of the girls screaming started to intensify, prompting Max to hurry with a startle.

"Girls! Just hold on, I'm coming!"

A sudden crash was heard behind, with Max looking back to seeing crates smashed together with incredible force. With a loud scream, Max hastened his pace forward, with boxes slamming together behind him and drawing closer.

On the other side of the shipping containers, Harrow walked over to another stack of them before she kicked the larger one on the bottom, causing the massive steel cargo box to slam against those behind it while just missing Max by a hair. The crates atop the now heavily dented one wavered before toppling over, with Harrow casually walking ahead and avoiding them while she eyed the next large container next to her.

"Let me know if you're still alive, will you?" she called out before kicking the large cargo crate forward. Again, Max cried out as the path behind him was swiftly closing on him, the boy frantically trying to squeeze through a small gap ahead of him while only faint hues of crimson light managed to reach him from above.

"Hello? Are you still there?" Harrow wondered. She kicked the next container forward, with it slamming against a wall of crates while Max managed to tumble through the small opening just in time.

"If you're dying, please let me know if it's more painful than the thought of all your little friends killing themselves any minute now," Harrow plainly said. She looked at her wing for a moment before sharply swinging towards her prey. Steel feathers sliced through the air before razing right through the boxes, with Max crying out as the streaking flashes of light and flying feathers pierced the walls around him in a wild barrage.

"I can hear you in there, you know," Harrow remarked before swinging her wing back. All the feathers she launched through the crates suddenly recoiled and sliced their way towards their owner, with Max stumbling forward and dropping to the ground while holding his hands over his head as they whizzed by over him. The Ancient harpy watched the wall of containers while her feathers reconnected with her wing before she tilted her head slightly.

"Well this isn't any fun," she solemnly said. "If you're not going to participate in this experiment then I might as well start killing your friends one by one right now."

"I'm not dead yet, you stupid bird!" Max shouted out. "Leave them out of this and try to kill me if you can, unless you're admitting you can't handle a single human boy!"

"Alright, challenge accepted," Harrow said before throwing out her feathers again. Max screamed as he quickly crawled forward while keeping low, with steel feathers striking through the crates all around him as he moved as fast as he could. After narrowly avoiding the razor-sharp blades that whizzed by with sparks, smoke, and bits of metal debris, Max stumbled out of the gap between the storage piles and got onto his feet again. Looked around the corner he saw Harrow recalling her feathers again before she noticed him, a startled yelp escaping his mouth before he took off running. As he did, he heard Lelu's rising scream and hooves clacking from nearby.

"Lelu? Lelu! Where are you? Lelu!" Max called out.

His only response was the centaur screaming at the top of her lungs while racing by in front of him in an intersection.

"Lelu!" Max shouted as he ran after her. The centaur shook about wildly as she ran forward in a blind panic, the girl banging against the walls and knocking boxes loose that started to fall around her.

"Watch out! Lelu, stop! Stop!" Max pleaded as he dodged and weaved around the crashing crates. "Lelu! Listen to my voice! Lelu!"

The centaur ran up to a three-way intersection before she started spinning around in a frenzy, the girl's eyes showing her the two murderous gremlins having her cornered against the wall as they laughed and brandished their bloody daggers.

"Lelu! Snap out of it! You're seeing things again, it's not real!" Max pleaded as he ran up to her. The second he grabbed her hands, the girl shrieked before swinging him around.

"No! Let me go!" she cried out, seeing a gremlin holding her and swinging a dagger at her face. Lelu shrieked before throwing Max against the wall with a hard impact, the boy grunting with a dazed groan before gasping and quickly dropping onto his rear to avoid Lelu's rear hooves that struck the wall above his head with a loud clang.

"Keep away from me!" Lelu screamed as she took off running again.

"Lelu!" Max called out before coughing heavily. Shaking his head, he then saw Harrow walking towards him, the harpy swinging her wing and throwing a feather into a wild spin at the boy. Dodging aside, Max cried out as a slick crunch was heard before the feather struck into the container behind him. Looking over his shoulder, Max saw a bleeding gash cut through the back of his left leg, a strained cry escaping him as he struggled to crawl away.

"I don't think she heard you," Harrow remarked, summoning her feather back to her wing. "Perhaps you need to scream louder. Let me help you with that."

Stumbling onto his feet, Max hobbled forward while his left leg was burning in pain now, the boy breathing heavily through gritted teeth as he struggled to keep his body moving. He saw Lelu running around a corner up ahead while consumed in sheer fright, he looked back to see Harrow calmly walking after him and gaining on her wounded prey, and turning forward again he saw Grace running at them while screaming for her life.

"Grace! Get away from here, get away!" Max pleaded. "Run away, quick! Grace!"

The elf cried out with wide, unfocused eyes as she sprinted like her life depended on it. Looking back, she shrieked as she saw Jovian and Jacqueline running after her, the evil twins laughing in unison as they swiftly closed in on their target.

"No! Get away from me, you fucking monsters!" Grace cried out, right before she ran into Max and tackled him to the ground.

"Grace! Stop, it's me! It's me, Max! Grace!" Max shouted, struggling with holding the elf back as the girl was thrashing around frantically. In her eyes, she saw Jovian holding onto her while Jacqueline was starting to rip off her tunic, a terrified scream being made by her before she started swinging her fists in a desperate frenzy. While the evil twins seemed to evade and dodge her attacks without issue, Max took a fierce right-hook to the face and dropped to the ground with blood coming from his mouth.

"Get the fuck off me, you fucking animals! Get away! NOOOO! NOOOOOO!" Grace shrieked before she tumbled off of Max. As the boy slowly moved while groaning in pain, Grace scrambled back onto her feet and took off running, racing right past Harrow who watched her go with a curious eye before turning to the boy on the ground with a small smirk.

"She seems to be having a fun night," she chuckled. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

Max struggled to move while barely keeping his screams of pain withheld, his weary eyes glaring at Harrow who stood over him while tilting her head one way then another.

"You know, I'm supposed to be the one inflicting pain upon you,” the Ancient pointed out with a raised eyebrow. “But they seem to be doing a great job of beating you up. Perhaps I should let them do all the work and save myself the effort."

Max growled as he slowly rolled over onto his front, the boy straining himself to lift up onto his hands and knees. He then saw Harrow aiming her wing down at his hand, right before she pushed the bladed feather at the end through his hand and into the floor. Max screamed in pain while staring in shock at the steel going through him, with Harrow then twisting it and ripping open a large wound.

"But then, where would be the fun in that?" Harrow remarked with a cold smile.

Pulling her feather out, she watched as Max clutched his bloodied hand close while screaming in agony. The boy shook his head before managing to contain his painful shouts, his face turning red as he shakily looked upward to glare at the harpy.

"Well, what do you think?" she asked. "Does it hurt more or less than knowing that elf is going to be tearing herself apart any minute now? She might even rip her own throat out to save herself from the pain. What do you think of that? Tell me the truth."

"You goddamned jerk!" Max yelled. "You're going to pay for this!"

"That's not the answer I was looking for," Harrow remarked, shaking her head. "Let's try this again."

She flapped her wings and hopped into the air, her steel foot then grabbing Max by the shoulder and digging its talons into him. As the boy screamed in pain, Harrow flew upward to a suspended walkway overhead, which she hovered over and threw Max down onto. The boy hit the platform with a strained grunt before Harrow landed down over him, the harpy’s glowing eyes going over his bloodied wounds before she used her foot to grab and lift him up again. Throwing him against the railing of the bridge, Max managed to grab it before tumbling over and off the walkway, his breathing shaky and legs struggling to keep him upright. Harrow’s foot then grabbed hold of his head, the talons hugging him near his neck while her toes applied pressure that caused him to hoarsely cry out.

“There, we can see much more from up here,” Harrow remarked, watching Max’s hands flailing against her foot in a vain attempt to free himself. She then jerked him aside and aimed his head downward, with the boy bashing her foot a few times before he saw Bermuda below them.

“There’s another one of your dear little friends,” Harrow said. “Let’s watch how she handles her fear, shall we?”

The arachne was skittering around quickly between the stacks of crates, over shelves and fences, and screaming for her life the entire way as she continued to see diseased giant butterflies chasing after her from every direction. She started to walk up along a tall stack of containers before she suddenly shrieked from envisioning more giant butterflies crawling over the edge at the top while drooling blood, causing the arachne to flail around in a panic as the red droplets rained around her before she lost her footing and dropped all the way to the floor with a heavy thud.

“Bermuda,” Max groaned.

“Now,” Harrow spoke in his ear. “Which hurts you more? This?”

She tightened her grip on his head while also pushing a steel feather into his side below his ribs, causing Max to gasp before letting out a tortured cry. His world started to spin while the pain he felt was becoming more than he could handle, with only his good hand being able to hold onto the railing with a shaky grip while his other arm lost all of its strength.

“Or, this?” Harrow asked before throwing a feather forward with a sharp swing. Max’s vision blurred before clearing to show the spinning glint that was the steel feather soaring through the air and striking into the wall of crates above where Bermuda was lying upside down. The arachne groaned as she flailed her legs around weakly and tried to flip over onto her feet, unaware of the spinning feather that sliced along the crates overhead with sparks and small flashes. The damaged boxes broke apart and were crushed by the ones above, causing the top of the stack to begin to fall forward and over the aisle where Bermuda was slowly getting back onto her feet and holding her head in a daze.

“Bermuda,” Max managed to get out, a strained gasp being made as Harrow twisted the feather inside him with a crunch before he shouted as loud as he could. “BERMUDA! WATCH OUT!”

Bermuda blinked and looked around with unfocused eyes before she turned her sights upward, a terrified cry being made as she saw a wall of storage boxes and crates falling towards her along with giant butterflies. She began skittering around in a panic, trying to avoid the raining objects and bodies that slammed into the floor all around her, with the arachne narrowly avoiding the wave of debris that crashed behind her as she ran off screaming.

“Bermuda. Bermuda,” Max grunted while feeling a wave of fatigue washing over him. “Please… wake up, Bermuda… please…”

He then jumped with a stunned expression as a sharp whistling was heard before a loud crunch became muffled in his ears, with Harrow’s feather returning to her wing by going right through Max’s other side and causing a blinding surge of pain to overwhelm him.

“I’m starting to feel ignored here,” Harrow remarked, flicking her wing once to get the blood off it. “Even with me holding your frail, pathetic body like this as you bleed all of your blood onto the floor, you seem to be focusing a bit more on whether those stupid whores of yours are alright or not. I must say, I’m a little hurt. Though, not as much as you, I suppose.”

“I’ll save… you,” Max weakly said. “I’ll… save you… girls. I promise…”

“Fascinating,” Harrow remarked. “Despite your body broken and on the verge of death, you still believe you can protect them. Even though you’re about to die, all you care about is saving them from their inevitable death. How utterly absurd and delusional. The sheer stupidity of you filthy bugs is simply unbelievable.”

Glancing up, Harrow saw Arial flying through the air while screaming in fear, the little angel flailing her ice claws around wildly as she flew erratically.

"What about her?" she asked, aiming Max's head upward. "Do you honestly believe you can save her as well?"

"A... rial..." Max coughed out. "Please... leave her... alone..."

"Well, since you asked so nicely," Harrow said, then held aside her wing. "No."

With a sharp fling, she cast out a steel feather that sliced through the air towards the angel. In Arial's eyes, she saw Valentina swinging a giant sledgehammer of burning flames at her, causing the little angel to veer around wildly while watching as the fires seemed to swirl through the air and close in on her from all sides.

"Get away! Fire! No! No!" she cried out as Valentina laughed and swung closer and closer to her with violent intent. As the flaming angel struck towards Arial's head, the little angel's wing suddenly halted as a few icy feathers were destroyed by a steel one passing through them. Arial screamed as she flew off-balance, just avoiding Valentina's hammer in her eyes, while she spiraled downward towards the cargo bay below.

"Arial... no!" Max cried out as he saw the angel crash through a few tall stacks of crates further away, letting loose an eruption of ice, snow, and debris as the girl plowed through the boxes and broke out the other side in a wild tumble. She bounced and slid across the floor, struck right through a reinforced fence without slowing down, and then slammed against a tall pillar of unique design next to a floating box that appeared to hold a strange cosmos within it. With a dazed groan, Arial slowly stood up while her damaged wing twitched behind her, her shaky breathing slowly steadying before she looked back and jumped with a gasp.

"Die!" Valentina yelled as she dove at her, holding her flaming weapon overhead to strike while her entire body seemed to erupt into flames. Arial shrieked and dodged aside as Valentina slammed her hammer into the ground behind her, with Arial staggering aside before growling furiously.

"Enough. Enough!" she yelled before letting out a blast of arctic wind that flash froze the entire area except for Valentina.

“No, no,” Valentina chuckled. “I’m just getting started, little runt.”

Arial stared at her with wide, unfocused eyes before the burning angel charged her again, causing the young girl to swing her ice claws around in a desperate attempt to strike down her foe.

Harrow held Max upright by the head while his arms dropped to his sides, the boy's vision beginning to turn dark as he felt his mind going numb. He coughed out blood while drawing a raspy breath, his eyes were losing focus with tears forming in them, and his heart felt like it was being stabbed from the thought of what was happening to the girls around him.

"I must say," Harrow mused, poking him with her steel feather again, yet this time only drawing a faint whine from him. "For such a young bug, you have surprised me by living this long. Still, it looks like this is the end of our little game. There doesn't appear to be much left in you now."

She dropped Max down onto the floor of the walkway, watching as he lay on his back in a growing pool of blood. The boy's weary eyes slowly turned to see the harpy standing over him with her usual solemn expression.

"So, which was more painful?" Harrow wondered. "I'd like to think my personal touch on your flesh was more excruciating for you, but I am curious if those insignificant little sluts you call friends were more important to you in your final moments. Tell me, which brought you the most pain? Me, or the thought of them all dying any minute now?"

Max struggled to speak, his mouth quivering as he coughed out blood before he scowled at the bird.

"Damn... you... stupid... freak," he managed to get out.

"Quaint," Harrow plainly replied. Shaking her head, she then aimed her wing down at his face, with the boy's vision blurring as he stared down his soon-to-be killer. "This concludes our little game. When you arrive in the underworld, know that I'll be sending your dear little friends down to you very shortly, in as many pieces as I can."

Max weakly growled in frustration as he saw the harpy smirking at him, his body unable to move while his breathing began slowing down.

"Time to burn!" Valentina roared in Arial's eyes while swinging her flaming sledgehammer.

"No!" Arial yelled, swinging her claw at the woman. With a hard impact, she felt it connect with something unseen, that being the floating container that she sent flying away into the air. The box spiraled high over the cargo bay with its eerie light blooming across the darkened hall. Casting its strange glow against Harrow, the Ancient looked back with a raised eyebrow to see the box flying at them.

"Oh, and what do we have here?" she wondered. With a quick flap of her wings, she took off into the air, leaving Max to feebly groan while his vision went dark for a moment. As it began clearing, he was able to make out the glowing light coming towards him.

The box soared down and crashed onto the walkway, followed immediately by a bright flash and a giant cloud of billowing waves and celestial radiance washing outward. Harrow watched as what looked like a pocket of space ripped open in the cargo bay, tearing apart everything it crossed over before consuming it all. The pale green and dark blue light that melded around within the growing cloud illuminated the giant chamber, while the screeching and sizzling sounds of all that it destroyed were overshadowed by the haunting wail that seemed to come from the cloud itself.

Touching down on a pile of cargo further away, Harrow watched curiously as the cloud engulfed more of the bay before finally slowing with its expansion.

"This ship was carrying a sealed pocket of the ether?" she questioned. "Why would they try to transport such a thing?"

Lelu and the girls continued to scream for their lives while running around in disarray, all of them being just outside the glowing cloud that was burning and melting everything that it touched. As they slowly dropped to the floor with loud shrieks, tears falling from their cheeks, and a painful sensation piercing their hearts as their worst fears gradually became too much to bear, they were unaware of what had just appeared near them in the giant hall.

And who had been completely swallowed up by the strange void.

*****

Silence filled Max’s ears, his body feeling like it was gradually sinking into a dark ocean while unable to move. His eyes were barely open, the sight of him slowly drifting into an endless void filled with flowing clouds and glinting stars hardly registering in his mind, while the pain he was in had been replaced with everything feeling numb, stiff, and cold.

“Girls… I’m sorry…” he spoke above a faint whisper. “I… I’m sorry… I really am…”

Dripping from his wounds, droplets of blood floated off into the eerie void while glimmering radiances of pale green and dark blue moved around behind the dark clouds.

“I wasn’t… strong enough to… stop her,” Max wept. “I wasn’t strong… enough for you.”

As he floated deeper into the abyss, his vision blurred before going dark. Within the black emptiness he found himself in, he saw hazy images of the girls drifting by. One of which was Lelu, the centaur running along the fields while smiling happily, her laughing voice echoing in Max’s ears as he saw the centaur enjoying a peaceful day in the sunny weather.

Another vision floated by, showing Grace practicing her archery in the courtyard. The elf managed to hit her target precisely, with her jumping with a joyous cheer before smiling proudly at Max. She said something to him in an echoing voice, her smile shifting from a smug look to a more embarrassed one as she seemed to turn shy from Max watching her.

Beside her image, Bermuda was seen, conjuring a swirling ball of unstable storm energy overhead with her hair flowing in the wind. She levitated the ball upward before sharply waving her hands and launching it into the air, causing a thunderous explosion of lightning and fierce gales that struck the area. The arachne stumbled from the shockwave before she smiled weakly towards Max and shrugged, with the girl looking away for a moment before smiling timidly at him.

As their images passed by, Arial’s was then seen, showing the angel looking towards Max with her normal stoic expression. Her face then changed to a gentler look as she lowered her head slightly, her eyes averting from Max before turning to him again as she displayed a serene and peaceful demeanor. Her wings lightly fluttered behind, their feathers glinting in the light, while she slowly brushed aside a few strands of hair that fell in front of her face before speaking something to Max in a soft, echoing voice.

As the images and sounds of the girls faded away, Max felt his heart aching while a few more tears slipped out from his closed eyes.

‘How could this have happened? I always dreamed of finding a wonderful, beautiful girl to be with. Someone who I could love and take care of, and who would save me from forever being alone in The Outerlands.’

“Max!” Lelu cried out, the centaur floating near him before she was entangled in dark chains that tied her to a giant stone pillar. The girl fell quiet as she lay sprawled against the cracking marble, her eyes closed and a look of despair on her face.

‘And fate answered my prayers, and then some. It sent me not one, but four amazing girls right into my arms. One after another, I met the girls who would change my life, who would turn everything I thought I knew about the world and their races upside-down, who would make me feel happier and more alive than ever.’

“Max!” Grace screamed, reaching out for him before she too was ensnared in chains and pinned to a giant stone pillar. The elf remained still and silent while bound in the links that tightly pressed against her body, her face showing sorrow with a tear slowly running down her cheek.

‘They proved to me they weren’t monsters in the least. They were nothing like what I was told they would be. There was no evil in their hearts at all. They’re so kind, and caring, and full of life, and… and they’re so beautiful. They’re all so… perfect. They were everything I had ever dreamed of having in a girlfriend. They meant so much to me, I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t help but fall in love with all of them.'

“Max!” Bermuda cried out, flailing around in the void near him before she was wrapped in chains and fastened to a stone pillar. The arachne was pinned back against the marble while having lost consciousness, her hands bound over her head and her eight legs tied back to the sides of the column.

‘I fell in love with all of them. I just couldn’t decide who to be with, I couldn’t stand the thought of picking one and losing everyone else. I couldn’t do it. I was selfish and wanted to keep them all with me. I was scared to let them go. I was weak and indecisive. And not only that, but I couldn’t save them when they were in trouble. It wasn’t enough that I couldn’t be a man and choose one to be with like I was supposed to, I also couldn’t keep them safe when trouble came after them. I... I couldn’t protect them when they needed me the most!'

“Max!” Arial yelled, thrashing in the dark abyss. The angel screamed before she was ensnared in chains against a floating pillar nearby, the angel falling silent while her hair gently drifted in the void near her face while her hands were tied overhead.

‘They needed me! They needed me to protect them and I failed! I couldn’t even protect myself! Goddammit, why couldn’t I have been stronger? Why couldn’t I have been just a little stronger to protect them? I had four of the most amazing, the most enchanting, the most perfect girls in all of Eden in my life, the ones I promised I would keep safe, the ones who I would have given anything for just to see them smile, and I let them all down!'

The four pillars with the girls slowly dropped below him, fading into the dark clouds that swallowed them up while Max continued floating away while crying now.

‘No! This can’t be how it ends! Lelu! Grace! Bermuda! Arial! I can’t let them fall like this! Dammit, I have to do something! I have to save them! I have to protect them! No matter what happens, I can’t let them be harmed like this! I don’t care what happens to me, I don’t give a damn if that harpy breaks every bone in my body, I don’t care if it means I have to die; just please, don’t let those girls share the same fate! I can’t let them die like this, I can’t!’

Struggling with all his might, Max tried to move while he slowly showed a strained scowl on his face. His fingers slowly curled to form fists, a weak growl escaped through his gritted teeth, and his eyes partially opened only to show him a hazy sight of the dark clouds rolling past.

“Please… give me the strength… to save them,” he prayed. “Please… I can’t… let them die. I… love them. I love them. I love them! I love them! Please, someone, anyone, help me! Help me protect them!”

“Protect?” a girl’s voice quietly echoed in his ears.

Max slowly peeked to his left and then his right, seeing nobody else nearby in the void with him.

“Who… who’s that?” he weakly asked. “Is… someone there?”

Floating through the clouds and banks of hazy light, Max heard only silence while his eyes began to feel heavy now.

“Please… don’t… let them… be taken too. I love… them. I do. If you… can save them… please, whoever you are, I’m… begging you. Don’t let that… monster hurt them. Protect… them.”

“Protect?” the girl’s voice said, this time from nearby.

“Protect,” Max repeated, his focus slowly waning as he felt his body lose the last of its strength. “Even if… I die here… I just… want them… to live. Please… protect them… for me.”

“Protect,” the girl softly said, with Max coming to a halt as something held him in place. With one final exhale, the boy breathed out and fell silent as all went dark for him.

Holding the boy in a gentle embrace, a woman was seen in the void. She watched him with curious violet eyes while her long blue hair that was held up in a high ponytail gently waved behind and reached down to her back. Her legs up to her thighs were clad in gray armor with heel boots and blue diamond gemstones set at the top, with the armor being so precise, sleek, and form-fitting that it appeared to be a natural part of her rather than something she wore. Around her hips she had soft white steel petal guards that were attached to a skimpy blue undergarment, with long blue steel-tipped trailing ribbons that flowed freely behind. Over her large bust was a skimpy white top that left both her entire midriff exposed along with her cleavage. Around her shoulders were metal spaulders with giant round blue gemstones on each one, with the white steel again being so tight and close to her skin that it appeared like the armor was part of her actual being. Brown gloves were worn on each hand with glowing blue gemstones adoring the tops, with one being used to gently brush Max’s hair with a delicate touch.

“Protect,” she said, a small smile forming on her face before she hugged the boy close. As she did, the gems on her hands glowed brightly while siphoning streams from the abyss all around started funneling into his back with glimmering radiances sparkling through them. The woman hugged Max close like a teddy bear as she displayed a calm, happy smile on her face, with Max’s hand twitching before he suddenly took a raspy breath.

The swirling clouds and lights that were rushing into him began to intensify, with a heavy pulse rippling away from Max as he jumped with eyes opening in surprise. He stared at the woman while hoarsely gasping, a surreal feeling washing over him as he felt like his entire body was both throbbing in pain and also feeling perfectly fine in random places. Trying to speak was only met with his lungs struggling to draw air as his breathing was erratic, while his vision blurred and refocused repeatedly as his hearing was picking up the howling winds and crackles of energy that snapped around him.

“Protect,” the girl said to him with a cute smile.

“Pro… tect?” Max repeated in confusion.

“Protect!” the girl cheered before hugging him tightly. Although Max didn’t feel any pain from the embrace, he felt rather puzzled about what was happening and who was holding him dearly in the middle of what appeared to be a strange cloudy sky.

“What… what’s going on? Who are you? Where am I?” Max asked, looking around quickly. He then locked up with sharp gasp, a sudden surge of buzzing energy rushing through his entire body and jolting him to his core. Everything around him faded into a white blur, with his mind going blank while a strange numbing sensation rolled over him momentarily.

“Protect,” the girl softly spoke in his ear. As she did, he saw Lelu, Grace, Bermuda, and Arial flash before his eyes.

“Girls…” Max breathed out.

“Protect," the girl gently said, brushing his hair.

“I… want to… I want to… protect them.”

“Protect?" she mused, glancing to him curiously.

"Can you help me?" Max begged, closing his eyes while trembling in her embrace. "Can you... help me protect them?"

"Protect," the girl said with a nod.

“Please. They mean the world to me. I would do anything to make sure they’re safe and happy. I would give anything to protect them.”

“Protect," the girl said with a warm smile.

“I love them,” Max softly said. “I don’t care if its wrong. I love them all. I want to keep them all with me forever.”

“Protect?" the girl squealed with an adorable smile.

“I love Lelu! I love Grace! I love Bermuda! And I love Arial! I love them all! I don’t care if I’m not supposed to, I love them all!”

“Protect,” the girl replied holding him close.

"Please help me," Max whined, his hands shakily moving to hold onto the woman. "Please... I can't let them die. I can't let them be taken away from me like this. I have to... I have to do something."

"Protect?" she said with a curious glance at him.

“I can't let these precious gifts from the gods be wasted! I won’t let this happiness be stripped away in my life! I finally found what I’ve always dreamed of having! Better than that even, as I’ve found four beautiful girls to love and cherish! I can't lose that, I just can't!”

“Protect," the girl agreed with a nod.

“I’ll shout it to the whole world if I must, I don’t care what anyone else thinks! I love those four girls and I want to be the one who gets to be their boyfriend! I want to be the one who has the honor of loving and protecting them!”

"Protect?" the girl wondered.

"I want to be their boyfriend! I want to be worthy of their love! I want to be strong enough to protect them from the world, from anything that would dare try taking them away from me!”

“Protect!” the girl cheered.

“I need to protect them,” Max growled. “I have to keep them safe. I have to keep them safe! That’s my duty now, that’s my right to take on! I’ll protect them with everything I have, with everything I can, because they mean everything to me!”

“Protect!” she yelled more enthusiastically.

“I’ll protect them, I swear I will!" Max cried out. "I won’t let Harrow or anyone else take them away from me! I’ll never let anyone take them away from me!”

“Protect!” the girl cheered loudly. "Protect protect protect!"

“I will! I will! I will!” Max shouted as he felt something building within him. With a furious shout, his voice cut through the dark abyss above the howling winds and flashes of lightning that encircled him.

“No matter what, I’ll protect them with my life!”

“PROTECT!” the girl’s voice boomed, with a sudden eruption sounding off while a bright flash lit up the dark void like a shining star. A shockwave raced outward from the explosion, ripping clouds apart as it traveled away in all directions, before it collapsed back inward violently, drawing everything towards the epicenter as the entire cosmos was pulled into the shining light with immense force.

*****

Watching the crackling cloud of torn space inside the cargo bay, Harrow observed the released pocket of ether having burned away and swallowed up a large section of the hall. Tilting her head slightly, the harpy murmured to herself before shaking her head.

“How very curious. Why would they have been transporting this on the Aurora? What were they doing with a spatial container of the ether itself? Once I take command of this vessel, I’ll have to search the ship’s logs very carefully for a proper answer. Speaking of which, where did that stupid brat who stole this ship run off to?”

She looked around as she heard the terrified screams of the girls echoing in the air. Taking off from her perch, Harrow flew around the bay while searching for the copycat in question. She spotted the other girls breaking down into wailing wrecks, all of them slowly being consumed by their worst nightmares as they struggled to fight off the horrible visions they were seeing.

“Those four are still alive,” Harrow mused with a raised eyebrow. “Although not for much longer. Looks like they’re reaching their limit now. They’ll soon be joining that foolish boy in the underworld.”

Swooping over piles of cargo crates and suspended walkways, the Ancient harpy searched for the fifth victim of her psionic attack, someone who she finally spotted below. With a slight smirk on her face, Harrow flew down and landed next to where Lucy was screaming and crying while laying sprawled on the floor. The young copycat was incapacitated out of sheer terror and torment from what she was envisioning, with her empty eyes having tears coming from them as she shrieked and wailed in agony.

“Stop! No! Not again! NOT AGAIN!” Lucy screamed with all her might, her eyes showing the chilling sight of Jesseth having her pinned down on the ground, with one hand holding hers together over her naked body while the other kept a firm grip on her neck. The copycat shrieked as she saw the man laughing while violating her once more, her legs kicking to either side of the man as he repeatedly thrust into her again and again.

“PLEASE! NOOOOOO!” Lucy desperately yelled, the girl only seeing the nightmare that was forced into her mind, and not that she was still fully clothed while lying on the floor in front of the Ancient harpy.

"I am tempted to leave you like this until the bitter end," Harrow remarked. "You've been such a pain for us, you deserve this little treat of yours. However, we have unfinished business at the command deck to attend to. I'll let you enjoy your blissful dream again afterwards. You do appear to be enjoying it greatly, heh heh."

She took a step towards the crying copycat before suddenly halting as a pulse ran through the cargo bay. Turning to the side, she saw the ether cloud rumbling with a surge of crackling energy before it began collapsing in on itself. As it began shrinking and falling out of view behind the stacks of shipping containers, Harrow raised an eyebrow in question.

"It's vanishing? How peculiar," she mused. Glancing back to Lucy, the Ancient then flapped her wings as she prepared to take flight. "Wait right here, little bug. I'll be back to deal with you in a moment."

The Ancient took off into the air and flew towards the ether cloud that was rapidly closing in on itself. Soaring past a few tall stacks of crates and up onto a suspended walkway, the harpy perched herself on the railing while closely observing the spatial anomaly. It gradually shrunk in size while leaving behind glowing scorch marks and mangled steel debris in its wake, something Harrow watched with a curious eye from above.

With a loud, drawn-out crackle, the ether cloud drew inward until it finally disappeared, leaving Max lying on the ground in its wake. Harrow showed a puzzled look as she saw the boy slowly rising up onto his knees, his body having not a single scratch or bloody mark on it.

Taking a quiet breath, Max then jumped with a startle as he regained his senses. He looked around in confusion to see he was in the middle of a damaged scar in the cargo bay, with the surrounding crates and shelves at the edge of it being partially seared away with sizzling edges. Turning to his hands that he held before him, Max took a moment to realize he was still alive somehow and was no longer critically wounded. He felt no pain at all; in fact, he felt completely refreshed as he found it to be no trouble to stand up again.

"What... just happened? I’m… okay now? Was that a dream, or... was that real? And who was that woman? What... was she?”

The sounds of the girls screaming for their lives quickly snapped him to attention, with their echoing cries echoing all around him as he stumbled in circles while frantically searching for them.

“Girls! Girls, where are you? Just hold on, I’m coming!” he called out before racing off. As he ran out of the damaged area towards the sounds of the girls shrieking in terror, Harrow watched him go with a sharp eye.

“He’s still alive?” she questioned, shaking her head. “What trickery is this?”

Flapping her wings, she leapt off the walkway and soared through the air overhead, watching closely as Max weaved around the stacks of crates before he found Lelu slumped down against a wall further ahead. The centaur was screaming with wide eyes and tears flowing down her cheeks as she dropped down onto her side, watching in horror as the two gremlins closed in while holding their daggers out towards her face.

“We’re gonna carve you up good, little dearie,” one of them cackled.

“Try not to die on us too soon,” the other sneered. “I want to hear you scream for as long as you can! Hahaha!”

“Get back! Get away from me!” Lelu screamed. A glint from something close by caught her attention, with the centaur noticing a jagged piece of steel resting on the ground near where several broken containers were piled atop each other. Her mind went blank as an ominous screech sounded off in her ears before she quickly reached over and grabbed the blade that she then held out at the gremlins with a shaking hand.

“Haha! You think you can scare us with that?”

“Go on, try it. I dare you, hahaha!”

Lelu thoughts started blurring as a cold chill ran down her spine. She looked at the sharp object she was holding while feeling her heart aching and a terrible sense of despair overtaking her.

‘You can’t beat them. You’re too weak and afraid,’ her own morbid voice said in her head. ‘They’re going to kill you, slowly, painfully, until you know nothing but true agony. There’s no way out. No way to save yourself. There’s only one thing you can do now to spare yourself the pain.’

With a trembling hand, Lelu slowly brought the blade up to her neck, causing the gremlins to stop and watch with wicked smiles as the centaur was shaking with a twitching eye and tears falling from her cheeks.

‘Kill yourself,’ the voice said in her head. ‘It’s the only way to spare yourself the pain and torment they will bring upon you. Kill yourself. Do it. Before it’s too late.’

“Go on,” a gremlin said with a dark smile.

“Do it, if you can,” the other taunted with a smirk.

Lelu took a few shaky breaths before shutting her eyes and bracing herself, the blade being placed against her neck as she prepared to slice it open.

“LELU!” Max shouted, running over and grabbing her hand. He yanked it away while holding the centaur’s other arm as she started thrashing in a panic, her eyes only seeing the two gremlins now holding onto her while they held up their daggers to strike.

“NO! I won’t let you!” Lelu cried out. “I won’t let you! NOOOO!”

“Lelu! Lelu, stop! It’s me, Max!” the boy shouted, pinning the centaur down on the floor. As he held her arms near her head while her legs were kicking around wildly in her hysteria, Max watched the centaur with a pained look as he saw her thrashing in his grip while screaming and crying with unfocused eyes.

“Oh, Lelu,” Max softly said. He shook his head before leaning down and kissing the girl, silencing her screams as he held her still. Lelu kicked and struggled in his hold for a moment before she slowly calmed down, her dark visions gradually fading away while the ominous screeching in her ears disappeared. Her hand shook a bit before dropping the blade beside them, her eyes closing and the dark thoughts in her head vanishing. After kissing the girl and feeling her calming down, Max leaned back while watching her worriedly, seeing the centaur taking a moment to regain her senses before she opened her eyes to see him over her.

“M… Max?” she quietly asked. “Is it… really you?”

“It’s really me, Lelu,” he said, gently brushing her hair. “I’m here. I’m sorry I took so long to get to you.”

“Max,” Lelu whined with teary eyes. She sat up and quickly hugged him, with Max holding her near with his head resting beside hers. “Max! Oh, Max! Thank you! Thank you for coming after me! I was so scared! I saw them, I saw the monsters that killed my mother! They were going to kill me, they were going to… to…”

“It’s okay,” Max assured. “You were just seeing things, that’s all. None of it was real. You’re safe, Lelu. I’m right here with you.”

“Max,” Lelu whimpered, burying her face in his shoulder. She nuzzled against him before leaning back, smiling lovingly at the boy before she noticed something. “Max? What… what happened to you? You… you’re not hurt anymore.”

“Oh. That. I’m actually not sure,” Max said, looking down at himself curiously. “Harrow cut me up like you wouldn’t believe. I was bleeding out and dying, and then… before she could kill me… something strange happened. I don’t quite understand it, but it looked like I was in a-”

Suddenly Grace’s terrified scream caught their attention, being followed by Bermuda wailing in horror and Arial crying out in agony.

“Oh no, the girls,” Max said. He helped Lelu onto her feet before they quickly looked around in search of their companions. “We have to wake them up before they hurt themselves.”

“That’s right. I almost killed myself,” Lelu realized with a pale expression of fright. “I remember now, I almost… I almost… oh dear lord. The voice… the voice in my head, it was telling me to… to… and then I nearly… oh my god. What was I thinking? I almost followed through with it!”

“We need to hurry and snap them out of their nightmares before it’s too late. Come on!” Max urged, waving them forward. They took off running down the aisle between the tall stacks of cargo crates, with Harrow watching them go beneath her as she observed the children from her perch. The Ancient showed a curious look as she noticed something rather peculiar, something that Lelu also realized as she displayed a bewildered expression towards Max.

“Uh… Max?” she slowly asked in disbelief.

“Hurry, I think I heard one of the girls over here!” Max said, pointing ahead of them. Lelu, however, was unable to take her eyes off the boy as she noticed something that apparently he didn’t.

He was running just as fast as the centaur who kept pace right beside him.

“How are you doing that?” Lelu asked in awe.

“What? Doing what?” Max replied, shaking his head. He then quickly stopped as he saw something around the corner to their side, with Lelu sliding past him as she halted in her run.

“Grace!” Max shouted, himself and the centaur spotting the young elf running along the top of the stacked containers in a panic. The girl was screaming for her life while stumbling in her steps, her terrified eyes looking back to see Jovian and Jacqueline chasing her with maniacal laughter before she noticed she was quickly approaching the edge. With a desperate leap, Grace soared over the gap between the cargo piles, dropping into a roll along a steel shelf that held dozens of boxes before she continued sprinting ahead.

“How did she get up there?” Lelu asked, shaking her head.

“Grace! Watch out!” Max shouted. “Be careful up there!”

Max and Lelu ran after her while watching the elf nearly tripping over her feet as she made a mad dash along the edge of the shelves above them. Grace looked back and screamed with unfocused eyes before jumping as she came upon another wide gap. Below her Max and Lelu raced around a corner before quickly stopping in surprise as they saw the corridor before them wasn’t clear at all, rather it had the remains of several shipping containers strewn throughout it along with what they had once been carrying.

“Oh my,” Lelu feared, staring in fear at the ground which was actively melting into a sizzling puddle of burning steel. Among the bubbling magma were glowing blue rods that had spilled out of their holders from the cargo containers, with some touching each other and causing bright flashes with searing flame, while others were sinking into the floor that they were burning away from the touch.

“What are those things?” Lelu asked, taking a step back. Max stared at them in nervous silence before he looked up and jumped with a loud cry. Lelu did so as well, both seeing Grace holding onto the edge of the stack of crates ahead of them while struggling to pull herself up.

“Grace!” Lelu cried out.

“Oh god! Grace! Don’t let go!” Max called out.

Grace looked back down behind her, her eyes showing her hanging over a deep, dark pit with fires burning within it. Looking up, she gasped as she saw Jovian and Jacqueline standing over her, the evil twins laughing while Jovian tapped her foot next to Grace’s hand.

“Time to join your mommy in hell,” Jovian coldly said.

“Thank you for showing us how loud you can scream,” Jacqueline giggled. “Now, do it one more time for us, okay? Give it everything you have, hahaha!”

“No! NO! DON’T!” Grace cried out.

“Grace!” Lelu screamed, holding her face in fright. “Oh no! What- What do we do? What do we do?”

Max looked around in frustration as he searched for any way to reach the elf. He then heard Grace shriek and looked up to see the elf now only holding onto the edge with one hand. In her eyes she saw Jovian nearly crushing her other hand before she let go in a panic, the terrified girl screaming while she dangled over the superheated rods.

“Say bye-bye,” Jovian sneered, raising her foot.

“NO! NOOOO!” Grace yelled, shaking her head.

“She’s going to fall!” Lelu exclaimed.

Max grit his teeth before he dashed forward, with Lelu watching in surprise as the boy ran forward and jumped towards the top of a steel crate that was slowly sinking into the burning floor, something he just managed to land atop of before he ran ahead and jumped into the air again.

“Max! What are you doing?” Lelu called out.

Hopping from the tops of the melting crates, Max made his way towards Grace who was kicking her legs high above him while trying and failing to grab onto the edge with her other hand again.

“Oh no. Grace!” Lelu feared as she saw the elf losing her grip and dropping towards her death.

“Grace!” Max yelled, running along a crate that tilted below him before he leapt forward over the burning steel and glowing rods. Lelu watched with wide eyes and a lowering jaw as Max seemed to jump much higher and further out into the air this time, his arms outstretched while his focus was on the elf who fell towards him.

“Max?” Lelu slowly questioned in shock, seeing him not only leaping high across the burning floor, but also catching Grace in mid-air and carrying her over the deadly mess before landing into a tumbling roll along a slim storage box that was melting into the ground at an angle. Lelu held her hands over her mouth as she then watched Max rolling back onto his feet while carrying the screaming elf before he jumped high over a reinforced fence that separated the damaged corridor with another aisle of shelving and boxes stacked around it.

“How…” Lelu breathed out. Shaking her head, she then quickly ran back to regroup with the boy and elf who were on the other side of the fence.

“AHHHHHH!” Grace screamed, thrashing wildly in Max’s arms as he was knelt down on the floor while watching her with worried eyes.

“Grace? Grace! It’s okay, you’re safe now! It’s okay! I’m here, Grace, I’m right here!”

The elf continued to shriek while shaking her head, her eyes showing her the gemini laughing and grabbing onto her. They started to rip off her clothes while baring their teeth in anticipation, which caused the elf to shriek and flail around in a desperate attempt to get away.

“Grace! Grace!” Max called out to her. Shaking his head, he then held her close and kissed the girl, silencing her screams as she grabbed his shoulders and tried pushing him away. Slowly, the elf calmed down and began struggling less, her eyes fluttering closed while the ominous screeching noise in her ears disappeared.

Running around a nearby corner, Lelu came to a quick halt as she saw Max kissing Grace who slowly relaxed in his arms. Pulling back, Max watched as the elf remained still for a moment before her eyes opened to reveal him holding her.

“M… Max?” she quietly asked. “Are you... really you?”

“Yeah, it’s really me,” Max said, smiling in relief. “I’ve got you, Grace. I’ve got you.”

“Max,” Grace whimpered with tears forming. She quickly hugged him as she started crying loudly, with the boy holding her close while Lelu watched with empathetic eyes. “Max! Thank you, thank you for coming after me! It was so fucked-up and horrible! I saw those monsters who killed my mom, those fucking demons that destroyed my home! I didn’t know how… I knew they couldn’t be here… but it was so real. It was so real and fucking terrible, I couldn’t help myself. I ran and I ran, and I ran, and… and…”

“It’s okay, Grace,” Max assured, brushing her hair. “It was all just a nightmare. You’re awake now, you’re going to be alright.”

“Thank you. Thank you, Max,” Grace whined, hugging him close. Max leaned back and smiled at her, with the elf showing a timid smile in return before she looked at his body in puzzlement.

“Hey… wait a minute. What happened to you?” she asked as Max helped her onto her feet. “What happened to your wounds? How are you in one piece again?”

“That’s not all that’s different about him, Grace,” Lelu said, getting their attention. “Max? How… how did you… how did you do that just now?”

“How did I do what?” Max asked.

“You didn’t see what you just did?” Lelu asked in disbelief.

“What are you talking about?” Max said, shaking his head.

With a horrified cry sounding off in the air, Max and the girls hopped with a startle before quickly searching for the source.

“Bermuda,” Max realized. “That was Bermuda. We need to get to her before she hurts herself, let’s go!”

“But, Max, wait!” Lelu called out as the boy took off running. As he rounded a corner before racing towards the sounds of Bermuda screaming and crying, Lelu and Grace turned to each other in wonder.

“Am I still dreaming?” Grace asked. “Or was Max as good as new again somehow?”

“I’m not sure what, but something happened with Max. Let’s go, we need to catch up with him,” Lelu ordered, helping Grace onto her back. She took off running with the elf holding onto her waist while Bermuda’s horrified shriek echoed through the air. Along with it, Harrow flew by above them, the harpy carefully observing Max who she kept in her sights while she soared overhead.

"NO!" Bermuda screamed, shaking her head. "Get back! GET AWAY FROM ME!"

The arachne kept looking around in a panic, her horrified eyes showing diseased giant butterflies shambling towards her from all directions as she was surrounded in a clearing with a few small steel crates lying on the floor nearby. Her hands were shaking as they were held overhead, along with a giant howling sphere of violet light that crackled and rumbled with electricity snapping around it.

“Don’t make me do it! Don’t make me do it, please!” Bermuda loudly pleaded. Snapping bolts of energy were striking nearby walls and fences while many were striking the floor around the arachne in a wild electrical storm, with one zapping the ground in front of Max as he ran out from behind a column beneath a suspended walkway. Up above, Harrow perched on the railing of the bridge while observing the arachne summoning more unstable power into her growing storm ball before she looked down towards the boy beneath her.

"Bermuda!" Max called out, only to then duck back behind the column as a bolt of energy struck past him. Lelu and Grace ran up behind him and kept close to the pillar as Max peeked out again, watching as Bermuda shrieked while stumbling around in circles and her magical sphere growing in size and intensity.

"What is she doing?" Lelu exclaimed. "Why is she creating her flying death balls in here?"

"Holy fuck, that thing's getting huge!" Grace said, peeking around the edge and staring at the howling sphere with wide eyes. "She's going to kill us all if she keeps this up!"

"I've got to stop her before she blows herself up!" Max reasoned before running out.

"Max, wait!" Lelu cried out, reaching for him.

"She'll fry you if you get close!" Grace shouted, doing the same. The girls watched as Max ran towards the arachne before being struck by a fierce wind, causing the boy to brace himself and slow to an unsteady march forward. Loud snaps of electrical energy struck around him, searing the ground and even punching a steel crate away with great force.

“Bermuda!” Max called out. He pushed forward through the fierce gales with lightning striking past him, with Lelu and Grace watching anxiously from around the pillar as the boy slowly approached the screaming arachne.

“Max, be careful!” Lelu begged.

“If she drops that thing now, you’re fucking toast!” Grace warned.

Reaching out with his hand, Max struggled to move closer to Bermuda as the winds picked up. A small twister formed over the arachne, throwing debris wildly around while her howling sphere of storm energy grew bigger.

“Bermuda! It’s me, Max! It’s just an illusion! Whatever you’re seeing, it’s not real! Do you hear me? It’s not real, Bermuda!”

With a hard strike, a steel crate flew by and hit Max from the side, knocking him over a step before he quickly stomped his foot down and regained his balance. Lelu and Grace stared with wide eyes as another sturdy box made of steel and reinforced corners struck him in the head with a loud clang, with Max staggering aside before he shook off the hit. The box spiraled away before crashing through a shelf along a few other crates that were destroyed by the heavy container.

“What… the… fuck?” Grace quietly said.

“Did you see that?” Lelu breathed out in awe.

“Bermuda!” Max shouted, stumbling forward before managing to grab hold of the arachne. The girl looked down to see a giant butterfly slumped against her, the monster coughing out blood while groaning with a ghastly look on her face.

“NOOOO! GET OFF ME! GET AWAY!” Bermuda shrieked as her hands trembled overhead.

“Bermuda, stop! It’s me, Max!” the boy cried out as the winds intensified around them. Shaking his head, he then reached up and grabbed her shoulders before pulling her down to hug her close.

“Bermuda! It’s me, it’s just me! You have to wake up! You have to wake up, Bermuda!”

The arachne screamed as her wailing ball of energy began to shake above them, something Lelu and Grace watched in growing trepidation.

“Don’t do it, Bermuda!” Lelu cried out.

“You’ll kill us all!” Grace exclaimed.

“Bermuda,” Max softly said, holding her near. The arachne began thrashing in a panic with a rising scream before he pulled her into a kiss. Wailing in the embrace for a moment, Bermuda slowly began to move less while the noise in her ears faded away. Her eyes closed slightly, showing the image of the diseased giant butterfly leaning forward to bite her, before it too faded away to reveal Max kissing her.

“Max,” Bermuda breathed out as their lips parted. Pulling the girl back into the kiss, Max held her while gently brushing her hair, causing the arachne to lower down onto her abdomen as she felt her fears melting away. After a moment, he leaned back and observed the girl calming down and regaining her senses. She blinked before seeing him watching her with a gentle smile as she remained quiet while staring at him in wonder.

“You’re safe, Bermuda,” he gently said. “It’s okay. You were just having another nightmare. You're going to be okay.”

“Max…” Bermuda whimpered. “Thank you. Thank you for coming after me.”

She started to smile before looking up, a startled gasp being made as she saw the violent magical sphere she had conjured.

“Oh... oh dear. What... what was I doing?"

"I think you were a little scared of what you were seeing,” Max said, looking up at the screaming storm ball. “So, um... do you think you could... maybe..."

"Yeah. I should probably recall that," Bermuda agreed with a nod. She closed her eyes and focused on dispelling the large amount of unstable magical energy she had conjured. The howling sphere of wind and lightning began rumbling before it slowly started shrinking in size, with the storm around them gradually dissipating. As Bermuda's hair finally stopped flowing wildly behind her and dropped back down, the arachne opened her eyes and glanced around to see the area in disarray.

"There, it's done. I can't believe I did that, I summoned way more power than I should have. If I had actually followed through and launched it in front me... with that much power put into it... I wouldn't have survived. I was such a fool."

"You weren't thinking straight because of what Harrow did to you," Max reasoned. "It's not your fault, Bermuda."

"Thank you, Max," Bermuda dearly said, hugging him close. "Thank you for stopping me. That's twice you've kept me from hurting myself. I don’t know what I would do without you."

"Anytime, Bermuda," Max said, holding her with a calm smile. The arachne leaned back and smiled gratefully at him before she looked him over with puzzlement.

"Max? What happened to you? You're all better now. You're... wow... really all better now."

The girl slowly felt his arms and shoulders while blushing, her eyes wandering across his body for a moment before she quickly shook her head to regain herself.

"What's going on? How are you healed like this? What did I miss?"

"Yeah, about that," Max said, looking himself over in question before noticing Lelu and Grace approaching them. The girls glanced at Bermuda for a moment to make sure she was back to her original self again, then stared at the boy in disbelief from what they had seen a moment ago.

"I don't know how to really explain it," Max said, ruffling his hair. "But when Harrow was about to kill me, something... something weird happened."

"Something weird?" Bermuda repeated. "What do you mean? What happened to you, Max?"

Opening his mouth to speak, Max was halted as Arial's loud scream echoed through the air. They looked around in search of the angel, with the sight of a snowstorm appearing to blanket a section of the cargo bay further away giving them a very good indication as to where the missing girl was.

"Oh no. Arial!" Max exclaimed. The angel's rising shriek was accompanied by a sudden burst of arctic wind that blew through the area, with the girls quickly holding their arms around themselves as they shivered uncontrollably.

"Holy fuck, that's cold!" Grace whined.

"I think Arial is having a bad nightmare too," Bermuda reasoned.

"We need to wake her up," Max ordered. "Before she hurts herself."

"Or before she freezes us all solid," Lelu shakily added while rubbing her arms. "Oh my god, I can't stop shaking."

"Come on, we need to help her!" Max said, waving them forward. He took off running, with all the girls watching in surprise as he moved with great speed.

"What the hell?" Bermuda slowly questioned. "Did you see that? He was running as fast as a centaur!"

"I don't know how, but Max is totally different now," Lelu said, shaking her head. "He's so fast and strong, and he didn't even seem bothered by the cold that just hit us."

"What in Eden happened to him?" Grace wondered. "He was cut up like crazy earlier, and now he's better than ever."

"I have no idea, but I aim to find out. Let's go!" Bermuda ordered, skittering after the boy. Grace hopped onto Lelu's back before they followed as well, with the girls making their way deeper into the cargo bay while the freezing winds started to intensify.

"Arial! Arial!" Max called out as he ran down the corridors with snow and ice blowing overhead. As he and the girls ran towards the sound of Arial's loud cry, Harrow swooped through the air above them, eyes keenly focused on Max while the wind and snow did nothing to slow her down.

With a tortured wail, Arial screamed into the air with wide, unfocused eyes. The girl was standing in the middle of a clearing amidst the sea of cargo containers, with snow and debris lying all around her as a fierce blizzard was swirling through the area. The girl's hair was frozen into ice, her eyes being pure white, and her hands were covered in jagged ice claws, however her arms were held close to her sides while she appeared to be struggling to move.

Although nothing was actually holding her in place, in her eyes she saw flaming chains wrapped around her body and wings, the burning links being anchored to obsidian pillars surrounding her while standing behind the girl was Valentina. The elder angel laughed wildly with her hair and toga dress being on fire, her hands holding more of the chains that she tightened around Arial who screamed in distress.

"End of the line, you fucking bitch!" Valentina scorned. "I'm going to melt you down until you're nothing but a pathetic little puddle!"

"STOP! STOP! LET ME GO!" Arial screamed, seeing the burning chains sizzling and scorching her body while searing off her dress. Her wings were rapidly melting away while her skin appeared to be doing so as well, something the little angel tried to prevent by unleashing more of her power in her desperation.

"AHHHHH!" Arial shrieked while a blast of arctic wind erupted from her, creating more snow and jagged spikes of ice to build up from the ground outward from the crying angel. Her body started to cover itself in ice from the feet upward while her tears froze into icy trails down her cheeks.

"Arial!" Max called out from the edge of the clearing, the boy sticking close to the wall of cargo crates that were beginning to freeze over. "Arial, stop! You're seeing things, it's not real! It's not real, Arial! You need to wake up!"

Peeking around the corner, he saw Arial crying out in agony while visibility started to drop from all the snow. A surge of freezing gales raced past, instantly coating his hair and arm in frost, while covering the nearby crates and floor with snow and ice.

"Arial! Please, stop! Arial!" Max shouted. Shaking the frost off himself, he looked back to see Bermuda and the girls hunched low against a few boxes in the corridor, all of them shaking and shivering loudly as they struggled to move.

"Bermuda, we have to snap her out of it!" Max called back. "Use your magic to shock her, it'll bring her back to her senses!"

"I... I can't, Max," Bermuda managed to say. "I can hardly move. It's so cold. It's so cold."

"I can't... feel my legs," Grace shivered, slumping against Lelu's side. "Oh... fuck... I can't... breathe..."

"Max," Lelu whimpered, holding the elf near with shaky breathing. "We... have to... turn back... it's too cold. I can't... take it."

"Girls," Max softly said, seeing all three of them incapacitated by the sheer cold blowing through the corridor. Snow and ice were slowly creeping towards them along the floor and walls, with the girls watching in fear before turning to Max with nervous whines.

"I have to stop her, and fast," Max reasoned as he looked back towards Arial. Bracing himself the best he could, he then ran out from cover and into the freezing snowstorm. The girls cried out as they watched him go, their voices becoming lost to him as the wailing winds and agonizing screams of Arial blocked them out.

"Arial!" Max shouted, trudging through the snow and stumbling over ice as he pushed forward through the storm. "Arial! Can you hear me? Arial!"

With frost building along his body, Max struggled against the freezing cold as he slowly marched ahead. His vision became cloudy from the snow, his breathing became difficult from the chilled air freezing him on the inside, and his hearing faded in and out as it all slowly became too much to bear.

With a shaky step, Max tripped over a frozen ridge and fell forward, landing on jagged ice that broke apart under him while he coughed and gasped for air. Looking ahead, he then saw Arial standing before him, the angel now covered in thick ice from the waist down as she continued to cry in sorrow.

"Arial," Max softly said. Pulling himself up against the ice, Max slipped at first before quickly grabbing hold tightly and regaining his footing, his hands gripping the ice around the angel and cracking it with great force. With freezing winds hitting him and frost forming a thick sheet on his body, the boy shakily stood up and held onto Arial as he struggled to breathe properly.

"Arial. It's okay... Arial. You're going to be okay. You're just... having a nightmare."

Slowly, he held his arms around her while ice crept upward along her body. Resting his forehead against hers, the boy took a shaky breath before smiling worriedly at the angel.

"You've... been holding back with us, haven't you?" he asked with a slight laugh. "If this... if this is the real power you have... then why didn't you use it against Harrow? Why didn't you unleash all your strength when she attacked us? You didn't... because you didn't want us to get hurt by it. You... you've been holding yourself back... this whole time... because you wanted to protect... us."

The angel's face began to freeze over while the ice crossed over Max's arms, with snow and sleet building around them and keeping him still.

"Well... I promised... I would protect you," Max shivered. "And I'm... a man of my word. Whatever horrors you're seeing... they can't hurt you, Arial. They're not real. Nothing is going to hurt... you. I promise. No matter what happens... or how much ice and snow you make... I won't abandon you. I won't... let you fall, Arial."

With spires of ice forming around them, Max felt his body going numb from the cold. Taking a few short breaths, he watched as the angel's mouth was all that wasn't covered now.

"I'm right here... with you, Arial. And I... always... will be..."

Closing his eyes, he leaned forward and kissed the girl, with the ice now forming over the two and encasing them together. As it did, Arial felt her heart flutter while the nightmarish vision she was having began to crumble apart. Valentina, the chains, and the flames that covered them; all of it slowly vanished while the horrible screech in Arial's ears faded away. Her eyes slowly focused as they returned to normal, with the blurred sight of Max through the ice being seen and causing her to squeak in surprise.

From behind, Arial's wings extended out through the ice, shattering it off herself and Max who dropped forward into her arms. As the glittering frost floated around them, Arial slowly lowered onto her legs while holding Max, the angel cradling the boy close as she took a deep breath.

"Max," she softly said, watching the boy in wonder while ice melted off her hair. She looked him over in concern before she carefully waved her hand across him, in doing so causing the snow and frost that covered his body to dissolve away. As she did, Max started breathing again, slowly at first, and then more evenly. With a quiet grunt he opened his eyes to see the angel watching him with a gentle gaze.

"Arial... are you okay?"

“Thank you, Max,” she softly said. “If you hadn’t come for me, I don’t know if I would have woken up again. I would have been frozen in that nightmare forever.”

“I promised to protect you, remember?” Max smirked. “I won’t let anything stop me from doing that, Arial.”

"This warmth inside," Arial said, holding a hand over her heart. "This feeling. You gave this to me. It pulled me out of that horrible dream. It made the nightmare go away. It makes me feel hot... but... also good. You make me feel... something I never knew existed."

"Arial?" Max said, seeing the angel leaning close to him.

"This feeling. It must be. It has to be," she said, holding a hand to his cheek.

"It has to be what?"

"Love," she said, her eyes staring deeply into his. The girl leaned in and kissed him with wings arching behind her, holding Max close while feeling her heart beating faster and her body growing warmer from within. Sitting upright with her, Max held the girl in their embrace before they finally parted, with the angel showing a shy expression as she lowered her head while her eyes refused to turn away from him.

"I love you, Max," she softly said, with her then showing Max a smile that managed to break free for the world to see. Max smiled from seeing such a serene sight, with snow flowing behind the angel as she admired the boy who came after her. She then noticed the wounds on his body missing, drawing a puzzled look from her.

“I don’t understand. You’re not hurt anymore. You’re not bleeding. You don’t even appear to be suffering from the cold. How is this possible?”

“I’ll try to explain later,” Max said, getting onto his feet and helping the girl stand. “I don’t fully understand it myself either, but something strange happened earlier. Right now, we need to get back to the girls and make sure they’re okay. Come on, follow me.”

“What happened to Harrow? Where did she go?” Arial asked, looking around above them as they ran across the snowy field together.

“I’m not sure, but I have a feeling she’s close by,” Max warned. They made their way back to where Lelu and the girls were slowly getting back onto their feet again, all of them shaking off the chill they felt along with a blanket of snow.

“Are you all okay?” Max asked, looking them over.

“I th-th-think so,” Lelu shivered, shaking her lower body.

“Oh that’s cold, that’s so fucking cold,” Grace whined as she hopped around.

“I see you found Arial,” Bermuda said with a weak smile while shaking. “Glad she’s… okay still.”

“Thank you, Bermuda,” Arial softly said. “Um, I’m sorry about… all of this.”

“It’s not your fault,” Lelu said, brushing off the frost from her backside. “Harrow was playing tricks on all of us. I’m just glad you didn’t do anything foolish and hurt yourself.”

“Are you okay, Max?” Grace asked. “You ran right into that fucking blizzard, but you seem perfectly fine. How are you not freezing like all of us?”

“I think I was freezing a bit more than you were just a moment ago,” Max quipped, rubbing the back of his neck with an uneasy smile. “But luckily Arial came to her senses and stopped before I became a human icicle.”

A loud scream was heard in the air, with Max and the girls looking around in a startle before they quickly turned to each other.

“Lucy,” Max realized. “We still have to find her and break her free of Harrow’s illusion.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Harrow spoke up, with the group jumping before looking upward. Leaping off the stack of crates above them, the Ancient harpy swooped down and landed behind the group, with Max spinning around to face her with a frustrated growl. He quickly pushed Arial behind him as he and the girls backed up, keeping himself between the nervous girls and the evil harpy that started walking towards them.

“She’s a little occupied at the moment,” Harrow explained. “The brat is enjoying a wonderful nightmare made just for her, and I would hate to spoil the fun by interrupting her. Besides, she should be the least of your concerns right now.”

Max kept moving back with the girls sticking close behind him, all of them staring at the harpy in trepidation while the woman briefly looked them over before narrowing her eyes at Max.

“What is the meaning of this, boy?” she questioned with a bite. “How is it you’re standing again? You were dying at my feet, you were at the end of your line, and yet now you appear to be in perfect health. Explain.”

“I don’t know what happened to me,” Max answered, shaking his head. "I don't remember."

“You don’t remember my feathers slicing you apart?” Harrow hissed. “You’ve already forgotten how much you screamed in pain from what I was doing to you? You forgot how I had you placed in front of death’s door and ready to pass through it?”

“I remember that,” Max argued, glaring at her. “But I’m not ready to die yet, you stupid bird.”

“And what about the ether?” Harrow questioned, getting a puzzled look from him. “A special container holding a sealed pocket of the ether itself fell on top of you. Upon breaking, it unleashed all the ether it held within, enough to destroy everything it touched, with you at its center. You were completely engulfed in its wake. You should have been annihilated without so much as a goddamn hair remaining afterwards. And yet here you stand again somehow. How is it that you survived?”

“A… sealed pocket of… the ether?” Max repeated. “Wait, I remember something falling towards me, but I couldn’t tell what it was. That’s what fell towards me? But… what does that mean? What is a sealed pocket of the ether?”

“The ether is what flows throughout all of Eden,” Bermuda recalled. “We can’t see it, but it’s everywhere around us. It’s what we draw the powers of magic from. You’re saying there was a box in here with… ether in it? How is that possible?”

“And it fell on Max?” Lelu asked, turning to the boy in wonder.

“Is that what happened to you?” Grace asked, looking him over. “Is that how you changed so much?”

“What do you mean changed?” Max questioned her, puzzled. “What’s different about me?”

“You seriously haven’t noticed yet?” Bermuda exclaimed in disbelief. Max looked at her curiously, down at himself, over to Harrow who was watching him closely, and then back to the girls as he shook his head.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Max, you were running faster than me!” Lelu explained, surprising him.

“You were hit with those giant metal boxes and they didn’t even faze you!” Grace added, further stunning him.

“You survived the freezing snowstorm Arial created while half naked,” Bermuda reminded him, waving over his body.

“All of your wounds have miraculously healed,” Arial softly mentioned. “You don’t even appear to be fatigued right now.”

Max looked at his body in surprise before seeing all the looks he was getting from everyone.

“I… but… how… what?” he stammered out. “But how can that be? How was I able to do all that?”

“Max, what happened after the ether touched you?” Bermuda worried. “What did you see? What did you feel? What did it do to you?”

Max remained silent as he remembered back to his surreal experience earlier. The memory of floating in a dark, endless space flashed before his eyes, along with the strange woman who had embraced him. Her voice echoed in his ears, it being the only word she seemed to speak to him, along with how he had felt a powerful surge rushing into him before everything faded to white. And then how he was somehow back in the Aurora, as good as new again, and apparently stronger than before.

“Max?” Grace carefully asked. “What are you thinking about?”

“Something did happen, didn’t it?” Lelu wondered.

“Yes. Do tell,” Harrow remarked, with Max turning to face her as she started walking towards them once more. The boy quickly backed up with the girls keeping close behind him, all watching as Harrow held out her wing to strike.

“I’m going to ask you this one more time,” Harrow said. “What happened to you in the ether? How did you survive? Answer me and I’ll make your deaths quick, provided you have anything meaningful to say.”

“I’m not telling you anything, Harrow,” Max retorted. “And I’m not going to let you harm a hair on any of their heads either.”

“So be it,” Harrow condemned, raising her wing. “However you managed to survive the impossible, it was all for naught. This time I’ll be sure to send you down to the underworld myself.”

With Bermuda and Lelu bumping into the wall behind them, the girls came to a halt with Max in front of them, the boy bracing himself as he glared at the Ancient harpy.

“This game ends now,” Harrow hissed, and then swung her wing towards the group.

“Max!” the girls cried out, with Arial and Grace grabbing onto his back while Lelu and Bermuda lowered down behind them out of fright. The boy yelled while raising his left arm to try and block the strike, his other arm attempting to push the girls back as he knew there was no stopping the attack from going through. The harpy’s bladed feathers razed through the air towards them, coming right up to where Max’s arm was held before him, before a bright flash of azure light erupted between them.

“PROTECT!” a girl’s voice boomed in Max’s ears, with a heavy pulse blasting away from the boy and his companions while the cargo bay lit up from a glaring light that burst forth. The harpy’s wing struck something and was immediately repelled with incredible force, throwing the surprised Ancient away from the group before she quickly flapped her wings to halt herself.

“What was that?” she demanded, glaring at where a shining blue radiance had appeared in front of Max. The boy along with the girls behind him had their eyes shut tight as they remained still, with each of them slowly peeking to see what happened before showing surprise. Arial and Grace stared in awe while holding onto Max who was just as stunned as they were, while behind them Lelu and Bermuda were looking at the sight in disbelief as they slowly raised upright.

“What in Eden?” Max breathed out.

On his left hand was now a lightweight, fingerless blue glove. It had a hardened plate above the wrist with thick golden edges while a round azure crystal adorned the top. And in front of the boy was the source of the blue light that illuminated the area; a massive, round energy barrier comprised of intricate, geometric latticework of glowing lines. It appeared to be suspended a few inches away from Max and the girls, with its size easily reaching outward to completely separate them from the puzzled harpy.

“What's happening?” Harrow wondered. “Is that boy using magic of some form? Since when could he do such a thing?”

“What is that?” Lelu exclaimed. “Where did it come from?”

“Max?” Bermuda asked. “Are you… using magic?”

“I have no idea!” Max cried out in surprise. “I don’t know what that is! What’s going on? How is this happening?”

“You just created a magic shield out of nowhere!” Grace said in amazement. “Holy fuck, where did you learn to do that?”

“I didn’t learn to do that! I have no idea what that even is!” Max argued, shaking his head.

"What is that on your hand?" Arial asked. "Is that how you created this barrier?"

"I have no clue what that is!" Max said, shakily touching the glove he now wore. "I don't understand, what is this thing, where did it come from?"

"Max, watch out!" Lelu warned, pointing ahead. Everyone turned to see Harrow swooping towards them with her talons, the harpy striking against the barrier and coming to an immediate halt as it pulsated with energy. The Ancient stared in disbelief as she was pressing against the glowing barrier, with it and Max not even budging in the slightest. It was as if the Ancient had hit an immovable wall, the sheer force she had struck with not registering with Max at all as he felt absolutely nothing pushing against him from the other side.

"Impossible," Harrow softly contended.

"Max?" Bermuda slowly said in awe.

"Did... you just stop her?" Grace asked with wide eyes.

"I... think so?" Max replied in confusion.

Harrow leapt back onto the floor before throwing out several feathers at the boy, all of them hitting the shield and bouncing away with sharp impacts while the barrier didn't react to them at all. With the feathers striking into nearby walls and dropping onto the floor, Harrow showed a puzzled look at seeing her attack having been stopped instantly.

"What is the meaning of this?" she demanded, recalling her feathers into her wing. "What is that thing? How are you doing this, boy?"

"I have no idea," Max said, shaking his head slowly.

"Protect!" a girl's voice cheered. Max blinked before looking at the glove on his hand, the blue design it had bearing a striking resemblance to someone he had recently met. It was then he saw an arm placed before his and holding the energy barrier like a shield, the familiar looking limb belonging to someone who phased into view like a ghost. Slowly he followed the arm back to who was now standing behind him, his eyes widening as he saw the woman from the ether having now appeared. Her body passed right through the girls who were watching him closely, none of them seeming to notice her at all, while she herself was smiling brightly at Max with a friendly aura.

"It's you," he breathed out.

"Max?" Lelu wondered. "What is it? Who are you talking to?"

"In the ether... I saw someone. A woman... with armor similar to this glove. She... she's standing right behind me."

"She is?" Grace asked, looking around. "Where? I don't see anyone."

"She... she's holding this thing in front of me... like a shield," Max said, looking back at the energy shield and then to the woman again.

"You see a woman, Max?" Bermuda questioned. "That you met in the ether?"

"Who is she?" Arial wondered.

"I don't know," Max softly said, staring at the mysterious woman in awe. He looked at the glove he had, then at the energy barrier that appeared to be held in place by the stranger from the ether, and then back at the woman as she giggled with a curious smile at him.

"Protect!" she said again.

"Who are you?" he asked. "What are you?"

"Protect!”

"What are you talking about, you little bug?" Harrow hissed. "Who are you even talking to? Hey, are you listening to me? Answer my questions or you will all suffer worse than before."

She flung out another volley of feathers, all of them striking the shield and bouncing away harmlessly. Harrow quietly growled as she recalled them to her wing, with Max staring at the glowing barrier in awe before looking back at the mysterious woman. She was smiling sharply at Harrow with an arrogant chuckle, her eyes then glancing to Max before she winked at him.

"Who in Eden are you? What are you doing here?" Max asked. The woman giggled before raising her free hand to give an enthusiastic fist-pump into the air, all while she cheered only one word that she voiced with energy and confidence.

"Protect!"




Chapter 17

Defenders

In the world of Eden, there were those with wicked natures or violent intentions that posed a threat to all they came across. Lustful monstergirls on the hunt for fresh prey, bandits and marauders on the lookout for victims, warring factions and nations on the march to conquer all that stood before them, or terrors from ancient times rising up to destroy everyone. To confront these dangers, there were brave and strong individuals who would answer the call, to become fighters for their home and people, to raise their swords and strike down any that threatened their way of life.

And there were those who only wished to help protect those in danger, and would instead raise their shields to defend them.

*****

Sticking close behind Max, Lelu and the girls screamed as Harrow flew at them with outstretched talons. The harpy slammed against the blue barrier once again, coming to an immediate stop as she flapped her wings to keep airborne while pressing her attack. Harrow quietly growled as she saw the shield holding strong, having not budged even in the slightest while Max and the girls watched in amazement.

“Wow,” Grace breathed out.

“She can’t even scratch it,” Bermuda marveled.

“How are you doing this, Max?” Lelu asked.

“I didn’t know you were this strong,” Arial commented.

“I’m not,” Max argued, slowly shaking his head. “I don’t think I’m doing this. I think she is.”

“She?” Lelu questioned.

Harrow leapt back onto the floor before narrowing her eyes at the group, the glowing white rings in them piercing their gaze while an echoing screech started to cry out in their ears. Max and the girls gasped before bracing themselves with eyes shut tight, however the ominous noise quickly stopped for the girls. Opening their eyes, they saw Harrow staring them down still, with the harpy glancing to each one of them before showing a frustrated scowl.

“Why are you not screaming in terror?” she demanded. “How are you resisting my song?”

“That’s a good question,” Bermuda said, looking around at the girls.

“I don’t hear that horrible noise now,” Lelu mentioned, glancing around curiously.

“Neither do I,” Grace added. “Nothing’s happening this time.”

“I hear nothing as well,” Arial said. “Max, are you okay?”

“I think so,” Max grunted, focusing all his might to block out the noise. He could still hear a faint echo in his ears, and the sight of horrifically disfigured trolls and goblins wavered in his eyes as the frightful illusions shambled towards him before fading away.

"I can still hear that noise, but... I think I can resist it. The illusions aren't staying around this time. What about you girls?"

"We're not hearing anything at all," Bermuda said, earning a confused look from him. The boy blinked before showing a look of wonder as he eyed each of the girls.

“Max? What is it?” Lelu asked.

“It's... that woman,” Max answered, seeing the ethereal image of the mysterious woman shifting about as his eyes moved across the girls. As he focused on each one, he could see the woman holding her hands over their ears with a calm smile on her face before vanishing. Turning his focus behind him again, he saw her standing there with a happy smile aimed at the boy while holding her shield before them.

“Protect!”

“The woman from the ether?” Bermuda asked. “What about her?”

“She’s covering your ears,” Max said, surprising them. “She… she’s blocking out the sound from reaching you.”

“She is?” Arial softly asked.

“She’s doing that?” Grace wondered.

“She’s protecting you from the noise,” Max realized. His attention was then brought back to Harrow as the harpy held out her wing to the side, the edge of it glowing a dark crimson color as the engravings in the feathers bled from blue to a searing red. The Ancient scoffed before swinging her wing forward, casting out a wide arc of crackling energy that sliced through every nearby container and steel shelving it passed through. Max braced himself along with the girls behind him, all watching as the wave of light crashed against the barrier and instantly shattered while the glowing blue shield suffered not a single scratch.

“How?” Harrow hissed as she lowered her wing. “What manner of magic is this?”

“Holy shoot,” Max breathed out in awe.

"It didn't even leave a mark," Grace marveled.

“That thing is incredible,” Bermuda said.

Max nodded in agreement before seeing Harrow quietly growling at him. The Ancient started marching towards them again, her feet scratching and clacking against the floor as she showed rising discontent for the boy in her sights.

“She looks mad,” Lelu nervously pointed out.

“What do we do now?” Grace asked, trying to force a brave face.

“You girls need to go find Lucy and get away from here,” Max ordered. “I’ll try to hold Harrow off.”

“What? We’re not leaving you alone with that monster!” Bermuda cried out at him.

“I'm not alone, that woman is here with me," Max argued. "I don't know how, but she's here. She can help me. In the meantime, I want you girls to get as far away from this damned bird as you can.”

“But, Max,” Grace worried.

“Wake up Lucy and get the pixies to help us,” Max said, keeping his eyes on the Ancient. “I’m counting on you girls. Get the pixies to back us up here before our luck runs out.”

“I’ll help you fight her,” Arial offered, forming her ice claws. “I owe her for what she’s done.”

“No, I don't want you going anywhere near her, Arial,” Max argued, shaking his head. “I don’t want any of you getting hurt. I want all of you to stay away from her. Just go find Lucy and get help.”

“But, Max-”

“No buts!” Max shouted, surprising them. “I’m not going to let her touch any one of you. I won’t allow it. I won’t!”

He then started walking towards his foe, the mysterious woman and the barrier vanishing with a flash of blue light racing from where the shield was over to the glove on his hand. Max glanced at it with a raised eyebrow before glaring at Harrow as harpy approached him.

“Alright, you stupid bird,” Max taunted, getting into a defensive stance with his left arm raised before him. “You think you’re so tough? Let’s go, just you and me. Show me what you’ve got, you wretched monster!”

"Protect!" the ghostly lady exclaimed as she appeared beside him. She waved her hands around and shook her head with a nervous look on her face as she watched Max glaring at the harpy. "Protect! Protect protect protect!"

“You dare speak to me with such impudence?” Harrow hissed. “You are going to regret those words, boy.”

“My name is Max Harollson,” he quipped with a smirk. “And I’m not afraid of you, Harrow.”

“You will be,” Harrow scorned, narrowing her eyes at him.

“Max, be careful!” Lelu cried out.

"Protect," the mysterious woman said, shaking her head and pointing at the harpy frantically. "Protect. Protect!"

“Just go, now,” Max called back with a daring smile. "Okay, lady. Whoever you are, I'm counting on you to help deal with this monster. Think you can handle that?"

"Protect!" the woman cried out while waving her arms around. Max glanced to her with a puzzled eye before Harrow scoffed and swung her wing at him, with everyone watching as she swatted Max clear off his feet and back down the corridor towards the girls. They screamed in horror as the boy flew past them and slammed into a large shipping container, his body punching a large dent into the side with a loud clang.

“Max,” Lelu squeaked out.

“Oh… no…” Grace breathed out with tears forming.

“Max… no…” Bermuda whined.

“No… no,” Arial softly said in dismay.

"Protect," the ghostly lady mourned with a facepalm.

Harrow smirked at the sight before she showed a bewildered look on her face, the same all the girls did as they saw Max dropping to his feet and stumbling a bit while groaning in a daze. Shaking off the hit, he then paused as he realized he was still alive. Slowly he looked back behind him, a surprised look coming across his face from seeing the impact his body had left against the sturdy shipping container. It was as if a minotaur had punched the reinforced steel and left a deep indentation in it, something Max stared at in disbelief before turning to the girls. They were all watching him with wide eyes, struggling to believe what they had just seen.

“How are you not dead?” Harrow asked, shaking her head.

“Max?” Lelu slowly said.

“Are you… okay?” Bermuda worried.

“Um… I think so,” Max said, rubbing his head. It along with his back did feel a little sore, however aside from that he felt good enough to stand and breathe properly.

“How are you okay still?” Grace carefully asked.

“I never thought humans could be so strong,” Arial softly said.

Max looked at the dented cargo container in confusion before turning to Harrow, the Ancient eyeing him closely before she scowled and started walking towards him again.

“I’m getting tired of these tricks, boy,” she warned. “I’m in no mood for any more games. Whatever you’re trying to pull here, it won’t save you.”

Max showed a stern look as he marched towards her, the boy stretching out his arm before glancing at the glove on his hand with a careful eye. He looked around to see no trace of the strange woman now, his eyes then focusing on Harrow as she approached him.

"Hey, lady, are you there? Come on, I need your help."

Max raised his gloved hand before the harpy grabbed him with her foot and slammed him down onto the floor. The heavy impact sounded off over the girls screaming from the sight, all of them watching in shock as the hard metal floor bent and lowered with Max being pushed into it under the Ancient’s foot. Harrow lifted her foot to stomp down on him again before Max quickly reached up and grabbed it, drawing a surprised then frustrated grunt from the Ancient as her leg trembled from the struggle of trying to push down on him again. Max growled as he managed to hold her foot away with shaking arms, something the girls stared at in awe as the boy was not only alive still but was managing to hold the Ancient back.

“Holy fucking shit,” Grace slowly said.

“Max,” Lelu breathed out, holding a hand over her mouth.

“Am I seeing correctly?” Bermuda asked in disbelief.

“He’s… holding her off,” Arial said in amazement.

“How can this be?” Harrow argued. “You can’t be this strong. You’re just a filthy little bug.”

Max took a moment to realize what he was actually doing, a confused look on his face at first before he showed a serious one at the harpy. With trembling hands, he threw Harrow’s foot aside where it stomped onto the floor with a loud clang, before he quickly lunged aside into a roll to avoid her trying to crush him under foot again. Scrambling onto his feet, Max ducked under a swing of her wing, jumped into a roll to evade her other wing that narrowly missed him, and then held up his hands to stop a downward strike of her wing as it followed around to slash at his head.

The razor-sharp feathers struck against his palms and sliced open bleeding cuts in them, the sheer force keeping Max down on his knee while he struggled to hold the attack off. As he did, he noticed Harrow’s wing was drawing blood from him, however it wasn’t slicing right through his hands as he had feared it would. This wasn’t lost on Harrow either, with the harpy becoming more incensed from seeing the boy holding her attack in place and managing to push back against her.

“Impossible,” she contended. “This doesn’t make any sense. How are you doing this?”

“Yep. Okay,” Max conceded, nodding a few times before glancing over to the girls who were completely awe-stricken from the sight. “I think I see what you girls were talking about earlier with me changing a little.”

“A little?” Grace cried out at him. “This is a fucking little change for you?”

“Max… you… how…” Lelu faintly said while wavering atop her legs.

“I knew he was strong before, but… oh my god,” Bermuda said with a heavy purr at the end.

“Is this another dream?” Arial wondered. “Or is this real? I can’t tell anymore.”

Max struggled to push the harpy’s wing away, the two of them pushing against one another with fierce glares aimed at each other. Throwing the wing to the left, Max quickly moved to the right as the Ancient struck her bladed feathers into the floor with a flurry of sparks, the Ancient then swiping it towards him before he tried jumping over it with all his might.

To his surprise, using all his might sent him high into the air over the puzzled harpy, with all the girls watching with lowering jaws as Max soared above them with a surprised yelp before he flew down and landed on the ground. Frozen with a stunned look on his face, Max took a moment to process what had just happened. Slowly, he stood upright while looking himself over, eyes going across his body that appeared normal to him yet apparently was anything but.

“What in Eden happened to me?” he quietly asked himself. "Hey, are you doing this, lady?"

"Protect?" she asked curiously in his mind.

"Are you... making me super strong like this?" he said, looking himself over. Glancing to the side, he saw the woman now standing next to him, a curious look on her face as she looked him over before shaking her head.

"Protect."

“You’re not?” Max wondered. “But… if you’re not doing this, then what happened to me? Is this because of that ether I was hit with earlier? Or… was floating in? Or… whatever that was?”

“Protect,” the woman said with a shrug.

Max looked at her in puzzlement before examining himself, slowly patting down his chest and arms before looking back at the damaged cargo container he recently slammed into at high speed without fatal effect.

“How is this possible?” he quietly asked. Looking at his hands, he could see that despite having large cuts on them from where Harrow's steel feathers sliced into, the pain he felt wasn't anywhere near as bad as he had expected, and he was still able to move them around without any issue.

"That's... unreal," he softly said. “What did that strange place do to me?”

Turning his focus to Harrow, he hopped with a startle before quickly raising his arms, blocking the swift kick from the harpy that sent him flying back into a reinforced column that bent with a loud clang from him smashing into it. Dropping onto his feet with a cough and a dazed look in his eye, the boy shook off the hit before growling at the Ancient with clenched fists.

"Dammit. Hey, lady, are you there?" he asked, glancing around and seeing no sign of the mysterious woman. "Where did you go? Can you make that shield again? I could really use it right about now."

Marching up towards him, Harrow swung at the boy with her wing, with him ducking low as the bladed feathers sliced through the pillar behind him with bright flashes, before he lunged forward with a punch towards her face.

“Damn you!” he shouted, right before he struck the harpy and blasted the woman off her feet. The girls watched with wide eyes as Harrow was launched across the area before slamming into a shipping container with a heavy impact. The now heavily dented cargo skidded back along the floor while those stacked atop it fell back behind it with loud crashes, all while Harrow slowly turned her murderous gaze onto Max while her talons clenched in her anger.

Max looked at his fist he was holding out in amazement, the boy then laughing a little before showing a stern look towards the Ancient that leapt forth onto her feet. Getting into a defensive stance again, Max braced himself as the harpy started walking towards him with glaring, glowing eyes.

“Hey, can you hear me? Please answer me,” he whispered. “Where did you go?"

“Protect?” the woman replied in his mind.

“Yes. Protect. How come you’re not protecting me with that shield? I thought you wanted to help me.”

“Protect,” the woman replied again.

“I don’t understand,” Max said, shaking his head. “Why won’t you come back out? I could really use your help with this. Can you make that shield again? Please?”

“Protect.”

“Why is that all you can say?” Max asked in disbelief. “What is wrong with you?”

“I’m going to tear you apart, boy,” Harrow snarled before she vanished before their eyes.

"What the... where did she go?" Max said, looking around quickly.

"Where is she?" Lelu asked. "What just happened?"

"I don't see her at all," Grace said, peering around carefully.

"Listen," Arial cautioned, with the faint sounds of steel scraping and scratching together being heard.

"She's still out there," Lelu worried.

"Oh fuck," Grace nervously said. "Then that must mean-"

"Max, watch out!" Bermuda shouted. "She's using magic to conceal herself!"

"What?" Max exclaimed, looking around more quickly now. "She is? How do you know that?"

Without pause he was struck in the face by an unseen force, knocking him back with a heavy grunt before he was then sent flying aside into a shipping container that he crashed into while crushing its side inward.

“Just a guess,” Bermuda said with a cringe.

"Oh, that's low," Max grunted. He heard the floor in front of him being scratched by something, prompting him to lunge aside just as an invisible steel wing sliced right down through the container behind him. As Max scrambled to get away, he was grabbed and thrown down onto the floor with a heavy slam. Rolling aside, he evaded another invisible strike that sliced a gash through the ground with a flurry of sparks, then dodged the other way to avoid another.

"You goddamned cheater!" Max yelled as he scrambled away, right before taking a swift strike from the harpy's bladed feathers that sliced a bleeding cut across his back. With a loud scream, Max stumbled aside before spinning around, eyes frantically searching for his invisible foe.

"Dammit. Where is she?" he grunted as he backed up.

"Protect," the mysterious woman said in his head. Glancing back, Max saw her standing behind him, her eyes gazing around curiously before she smiled a little at the boy.

"Can you help me? Please, what do I do now? I can't see her," Max whispered.

“Protect,” she said with a shrug.

“You’re not being that helpful anymore, you know that?” Max snapped as she quickly looked around for his opponent.

“Protect,” the woman moped with a frown.

“Where are you hiding? Where are you?” Max growled as she searched for any sign of the invisible harpy. Focusing with all his might, he began to hear the clacking of Harrow’s talons on the floor, the sound of steel scratching from her feathers brushing together, and glancing to the side he could make out a rippling distortion that was slowly drawing near.

“Found you,” he quietly said. Moving quickly, Max dodged the downward slash that struck into the floor with sparks flying, then sent a fierce punch to Harrow’s face which blasted the surprised bird back into a wall of crates nearby that collapsed atop her. Max watched as the wavering silhouette of the Ancient got back onto her feet before she quickly ran aside to flank him with lightly clacking feet. Lunging towards her, Max punched her wing with a loud clang, knocking it aside before he followed through with a hit to her jaw that knocked her back and through a stack of crates that fell over her.

"Max?" Lelu wondered.

"Can he... see her?" Grace softly asked.

"How is he doing that?" Bermuda asked.

"He's incredible," Arial breathed out.

Max shook off the pain he was feeling before watching the outline of Harrow leaping out of the toppled mess and onto the floor before him.

‘What is going on? I don’t get how, but if I focus hard enough, somehow I’m able to see her moving around me. This is crazy, what the heck happened to me? How am I doing all this?’

Keeping his guard up, Max observed the faint outline of the harpy holding still now, something that drew a bitter smirk across his face.

"What’s wrong? Angry that your cheap tricks aren’t working anymore? I can see you standing right in front of me, you know. I thought you were so confident you could kill me. If that's true, why are you trying to hide? Unless it's to hide your embarrassment of losing to a small human boy."

Phasing into view, Harrow growled at Max while fiercely glaring at him with her glowing eyes.

"How were you able to see me?" she hissed. "You're just a wretched, filthy little insect."

"Yeah, never mind, go back to hiding yourself," Max taunted. "I hate having to look at your ugly face."

Harrow narrowed her eyes before she walked towards him, with Max getting into a defensive stance as he tensed up.

"Lady, are you still here?" he quietly asked. "I could really use that shield of yours again if you wouldn't mind. Lady?"

Coming up in front of Max, Harrow raised her wing to strike, with him holding his arms up in hopes the mysterious woman would form her shield before him. However, nothing happened, aside from Harrow slashing her wing down into his arms with a painful strike. Though she didn’t cut down to the bone, she did get very close to it, with Max screaming loudly as he took the full brunt of her bladed wing into his flesh.

“Max!” Lelu cried out in horror.

“No!” Grace shouted.

“Oh my god! Max!” Bermuda exclaimed.

“Max. No. No!” Arial shouted, the girl then showing a furious look as her hair started to freeze over. She took a step forward while swinging her ice claws aside before Max shook his head at her.

“Don’t come near us!” he shouted, struggling with the pain before showing Harrow a teary-eyed glare. “I'm fine! Just go find Lucy! Go!”

“But, Max,” Arial worried.

“I told you, I’ve got this!” Max yelled, the boy grabbing Harrow’s wing and slowly pulling it out of his arm. His other hand trembled before forming into a fist, with the furious boy then swinging it forward and punching Harrow away into a stack of crates that she crashed through. A strained shout came from Max as he tried to push through the pain his arms were in, his eyes going to his bloodied wounds before glancing to his glove again.

“What the hell?” he asked. “Why didn’t you stop her? That really hurt, you know. Why aren’t you coming back out and using your shield to help me?”

“Protect,” the woman merely replied with.

“You keep saying that,” Max grunted as he slowly moved his arms around. “But you don’t seem as motivated with actually doing it like you were before.”

From the pile of crates, Harrow launched out and up into the air, the harpy’s glowing eyes focusing on Max as she soared upward before swooping down towards him.

“A little help this time?” Max asked before bracing himself.

The girls watched as Harrow soared down and slammed Max into the ground using both her feet, a thunderous impact sounding out while Max hoarsely cried out from being crushed beneath her. The girls screamed as they saw Harrow flapping her wings to lift into the air while holding Max in her grip, only to then slam him back down onto the hard floor. Again and again, she lifted the boy up and struck him against the steel floor that was denting inward from each hit, all while Max grunted and shouted in her grasp.

“You pathetic, annoying little bug,” Harrow scorned as she stomped her foot down atop him. Digging her talons into his shoulders, Max yelled out in pain before he quickly grabbed hold of her foot with both hands. Pushing with all his strength, he only managed to lift the harpy’s foot up slightly as she kept trying to pierce him with her steel toes.

“I’m going to rip you apart,” Harrow coldly said. “Limb from limb, before I take my time and carve out everything that festers inside that filthy head of yours with my own talons.”

As Max growled while being pinned beneath the Ancient, his grip loosened before she stabbed him again with her steel talons. The Ancient chuckled with a devious smile as Max yelled with blood dripping from his shoulders, all while the girls watched in shock while crying out in horror.

“No! Stop, let him go!” Lelu screamed, holding her hands to her head.

“No! Stop it, you fucking monster!” Grace cried out.

“Max, do something! Do something!” Bermuda frantically begged.

“Let him go, you wretched freak,” Arial snarled as she got ready to charge.

Harrow rolled her eyes with a scoff before glancing back to them as she raised her wing.

“I’m through playing with you little bugs. You can all just shut up and die now,” she said before throwing out several feathers towards the girls. They stumbled back as the spinning blades streaked towards them, with Max glancing over to see the girls screaming in fright before he held out his left hand towards them.

“NO!”

A bright blue flash erupted from his glove that shot towards the girls, racing past the feathers and coming up to them before erupting into the giant blue barrier that shielded them from the spinning blades. As the feathers bounced off the barrier with sharp flashes, the girls stared at the familiar barrier in surprise. Harrow narrowed her eyes at it while Max was staring in bewilderment at the shield that had finally appeared. After a pause, he glanced to his glove as it glinted in the light.

“Lady? Are you… there?” he quietly said. Looking over to the girls, he saw the woman standing among them, completely unseen by everyone else, and holding her shield before them with a bold smile.

“Protect!” she cheered.

"What in Eden is that anyway?" Harrow scorned, throwing out more feathers that curved outward to the sides through the nearby cargo piles. The spinning blades tore through everything in their path as they circled around to flank the girls behind the shield, with the ethereal woman quickly moving side to side as she formed an extension to her barrier to block the pincer attack. Holding her arm up, she erected a shield above that caused a tall stack of crates that fell towards them to bounce off and away harmlessly, leaving the girls looking around in awe at seeing they were completely encased in a spherical shield.

"Protect!" the woman declared, returning to her defensive stance before the girls.

Harrow quietly growled as she observed the powerful bubble that now surrounded the girls, a sharp swing of her wing being made to recall her feathers that failed to reach their targets. Max stared at the sight in awe before looking at his gloved hand again.

“Protect,” he softly repeated, remembering when she had first formed her shield in their defense. Only it wasn’t in all of their defense, as Max finally realized something about the strange woman and her invincible barrier.

The memory of the girls all gathering behind him with screams of terror flashed before his eyes, with the woman appearing before them and saving their lives at the last moment. And then how he had stood before Harrow afterwards, with the shield-bearer making absolutely no attempt whatsoever to protect him when he was being attacked by the harpy. Turning his eyes over to the girls who slowly looked to him in silent wonder while once again protected by the impenetrable barrier, something about the mysterious woman and the power she commanded became clear.

“You’re not protecting me,” he realized. “You never were. You’re protecting them.”

“Protect,” she said again, with Max seeing the woman smiling at him with a nod. She looked around at the girls near her with a warm, friendly expression before nodding at Max again.

“Protect," she dearly said.

“What are you talking about, boy?” Harrow hissed. “And why did you only now raise your magical shield? And for them, no less. You should have used it to save yourself instead of those lowly little whores you call friends. Hey, are you even listening to me?"

She stomped her foot down hard, digging her talons into him again and causing the boy to scream in pain before he showed her a strained glare.

"You should have protected yourself with your strange tricks," Harrow scorned. "Instead you chose to throw your life away all in a vain attempt to save those stupid girls."

"I told you before, I would gladly die for them," Max growled. "They mean everything to me. I love them with all my heart. And I swore I would protect them from monsters like you."

"Such foolish last words from a pathetic little bug," Harrow scoffed. She applied pressure with her foot, digging her talons deeper into him as the boy struggled to hold in his voice. He took a few sharp breaths before glaring at the harpy with a rising growl, his hands slowly pushing Harrow's foot off him.

"My name..." he grunted before yelling loudly and throwing Harrow into the air with a mighty toss, the boy then rolling aside as she swooped down and slammed her feet into the floor where he just was.

"Is Max Harollson!" he shouted before charging her. Tackling the Ancient down to the ground, Max punched her in the face and then again, with the harpy quickly swatting him off her with her wing before she got back onto her feet. Without pause, Max ran into her again, pushing her back along the floor with her talons scraping and sparking beneath as she struggled to stop him. As he carried her further away down the corridor, the shield around Lelu and the girls, along with the ethereal woman, vanished with a burst of light that streaked through the air and returned to Max’s glove.

Slamming the Ancient into a wall with large transport platforms shelved on it, Max struck the harpy in the face before ducking to avoid a swipe of her wing. She then bashed him in the chest with her knee, launching him up off the floor, before she swatted him out of the air and into a tumble away from her.

“You accursed little insect!” Harrow scorned, shaking off the hit she took to the head before glaring at the boy. Rolling back onto his feet, Max rubbed his jaw with a strained growl before spitting some blood off to the side. He glanced to his shoulders that were bleeding but were still able to move despite the pain they were in, then to his arms that had large cuts yet still felt like they had strength left in them.

“Alright. I may be stronger than before, but I’m certainly not invincible. At least now I stand a chance against her. I hope.”

With Harrow starting to slowly circle him while glaring deeply at the boy, Max glanced to the side and saw the mysterious woman standing there again while watching him with a gentle smile.

"Okay," he said with a slight smirk. “I'm going to assume by now that you can't use your shield with me, can you?"

The woman showed a sad smile and shook her head. She jumped behind him and held her arm around the boy as if to hold her barrier out in front of them, however nothing happened. Stepping around him, she showed Max a remorseful smile as she lowered her head.

"I take it there's a reason why you can't do that?" Max guessed, with her nodding in agreement. "I see. So, you can't protect me, but you can protect those I want to protect. Is that right?"

The woman nodded again to that.

“I don’t really understand what’s happening right now, but I’ll take whatever help I can get,” Max said, then glanced to her in concern. “Still, do you promise you'll keep them safe for me? You'll really help me protect them?"

"Protect," she agreed with a smile and a thumbs-up. Max nodded to that before showing a stern look towards Harrow.

"Okay. I suppose that's all I ever could have asked for. I guess the rest is up to me."

“Oh, Max,” Lelu softly said, watching the boy with the other girls. “What has happened to you?”

“He’s like a totally different person now,” Grace said, staring in awe at him. “He’s so fucking strong, it’s unbelievable.”

“What did the ether do to him?” Bermuda wondered, slowly shaking her head. “Is this because of that strange woman he mentioned?”

"I don't understand," Lelu said. "If that woman he saw was the one shielding us from Harrow, why hasn't she protected Max from her as well? She's only protecting us from that monster, why not him?"

"I have no clue," Grace said, the elf staring at Max intently. "But it looks like Max is strong enough to face that fucking bitch without her."

"Here's hoping he's strong enough to survive this," Bermuda worried.

“Max,” Arial softly said, her unblinking eyes staring at the boy who again charged Harrow and tackled her into a wall of shipping crates. The angel then growled as she started to move forward until Bermuda quickly grabbed her shoulder.

“Wait,” the arachne ordered. “You can’t go out there, Arial.”

“I’m going to help him,” Arial snapped back. “I’m not going to let that monster hurt Max again.”

“Max told us to stay out of it,” Bermuda reminded her. “He doesn’t want us to go anywhere near that harpy. He doesn’t want us getting hurt.”

“I’ll be fine,” Arial hissed, shaking off the arachne’s hand. “I can handle myself in a fight.”

"She's too strong, Arial. We saw it happen earlier, remember? She beat you last time without batting an eyelash."

"That's only because..." Arial said, then fell silent as she held her tongue. A glimmer of a worried look came across her briefly before she looked down and away.

“Arial, please, we need your help,” Bermuda insisted. “We have to find Lucy and wake her up. She can bring the pixies back to fight Harrow. She commands them, remember? We need their help to stop that harpy. Max is counting on us to do this.”

Arial narrowed her eyes before turning to see Harrow grabbing Max with her foot and slamming him down onto the floor. The harpy tried pecking his face with her steel beak a few times, with Max moving his head side to side, before he grabbed her head as it got close. With a fierce right hook, he knocked the harpy away, allowing him to get up before she slashed at him with her wing. Catching it with both hands, Max skidded backwards in a small arc from the force before he swung the Ancient around and threw her down another aisle away from the girls.

“If you go out there now,” Bermuda warned Arial. “And Harrow gets her claws on you, Max won’t be able to fight back anymore. She’ll use your life as a shield against him, and she’ll win because of it. We have to get help while we still can, or else that damned bird is going to be the death of us all.”

“Max,” Arial softly voiced in concern. “But… he needs help now.”

“Have faith, Arial,” Bermuda said, getting her attention. “Have faith he can do this. I have faith in him. Do you?”

Arial looked at her with a small, worried frown before turning to where the sounds of crashing metal and heavy impacts could be heard from the nearby fight. Amidst the noise, a loud scream could be heard echoing through the air, with the girls looking around carefully before turning to each other.

“Whatever happened with Max,” Bermuda stated. “We have to trust it will help him hold that harpy at bay a little longer. We need to find and wake Lucy up from her nightmare. Max needs the pixies to help defeat that wretched bird.”

“Are you sure he even needs their help?” Grace asked, waving towards the sounds of loud crashes happening nearby. “He’s beating the fucking crap out of that stupid whore. He’s going to smash her fucking face in with how strong he is now.”

A loud clang was heard, followed by Max flying down the corridor in front of the girls who all watched him soar out of sight before a heavy slam was heard followed by multiple crashes. Harrow quickly flew after the boy while her wings sliced through the walls of supplies beside her, with the girls seeing her racing by and vanishing around the corner before they turned to one another again.

“Okay, fine, maybe he does need a little help,” Grace stubbornly admitted. “But let’s hurry and find the stupid cat, I don’t want to miss seeing Max knocking that bitch’s teeth out.”

“But where is Lucy?” Lelu said, turning around in circles. “Her voice is bouncing around everywhere in here. I can’t tell where it’s coming from.”

“Arial, take to the air and see if you can spot her,” Bermuda ordered. “We’ll spread out and try locating her down here. She has to be close by. Find her, wake her up, and tell her to get those pixies moving! Max needs help right now!”

Arial flapped her icy wings and took flight, with Lelu, Grace, and Bermuda racing off in different directions as they searched for the source of the screaming girl’s voice.

"Lucy! Where are you? Lucy!" Lelu called out as she galloped through the aisles of cargo. As she rounded a corner, Max suddenly crashed through a wall and several crates ahead of her before slamming into the shelving across from it.

"Max!" Lelu cried out, watching as he dropped to his feet with a grunt before Harrow swooped through the hole he had made and pinned him to the wall with her foot. The boy bashed her leg a few times before she swung him around through the nearby storage boxes with heavy impacts and then down onto the floor.

"Max! No!" Lelu screamed in shock. Harrow glanced to her with a scoff before striking a nearby steel crate with her wing, knocking into a wild spin as it flew towards the stunned centaur.

"Lelu!" Max shouted, holding out his gloved hand towards her. A flash of azure light shot out from it, racing across the corridor and bursting into a large blue shield that blocked the crate from smashing into the girl's face.

"Protect!" the ghostly woman declared, holding her shield before the shakily breathing and trembling centaur.

Harrow growled at the sight before she grabbed Max's left arm with her foot, the other keeping him pinned beneath her as she started to pull on his limb. Max let out a strained cry as he struggled to pull back from her grip, feeling his shoulder throbbing in pain from the immense pressure it was trying to withstand.

"I do wonder," Harrow hissed. "Is this newfound power of yours all your own, or is it merely coming from this stupid trinket you now wear? Let's find out by removing this from your person, shall we?"

"Max! No, don't hurt him!" Lelu cried out, pressing her hands on the barrier as she shook her head. She watched Max screaming in pain while Harrow continued trying to rip his arm off, with the boy struggling and failing to throw the harpy off him as she kept a firm grip on her prey. Looking around at the glowing barrier, Lelu then started bashing her fists onto it with frantic cries.

"Please, whoever you are, help him! Stop protecting me and protect Max! Please, please protect him! Protect him from that monster! Please, whoever you are, save him!"

"Protect?" the woman curiously asked, glancing to her while remaining unseen and unheard by the crying girl.

"Please help him!" Lelu sobbed, bashing the shield with muffled thumps. "Please! I don't care what happens to me, just save him! I love him! I love him! Please protect him for me, please!"

"Protect," the woman said in concern. She looked to Max while biting her lip, hesitating before watching as the centaur was now trying to charge through the shield repeatedly. The girl screamed and tried running through with both arms held before her, again and again being bounced back from the immovable barrier as she cried and watched Max screaming louder in the Ancient's grip.

"Leave my Max alone!" Lelu yelled, charging into the shield. "Leave him alone! Stop it! Max! Max!"

Slamming her hands on the barrier, she struggled to push through it with all her might. Her pained cries, the tears dropping from her cheeks, and the desperate look in her eyes; the mysterious woman watched with remorse the centaur yelling out in torment of what she was witnessing.

"Protect," she softly said. She quickly looked back and forth between Lelu and Max, a cautious look on her face at first before she hopped with a bright smile.

"Protect!" she cheered at Lelu, not being heard or seen as the centaur started breathing heavily with a sudden surge of anger rushing through her. She glared furiously at Harrow who was laughing at Max's pain, the centaur shakily clenching her fists as she backed up a few steps.

"Let him go," she growled, her tears flowing down her cheeks while she scraped her hind hoof against the floor. "Damn you. I said, let... my... Max... go."

Shaking her head, the centaur then charged forward with a loud cry.

"LEAVE MY MAX ALONE!"

Max and Harrow looked over to see the centaur racing towards the glowing shield, and then charging right through it as it appeared to break apart and twist around her. The glowing lines that made up the mighty barrier snapped and twisted about, with their flashing segments wrapping around the centaur's body and legs while shifting its appearance from a round shield into something else.

"What is that?" Harrow said, seeing the barrier molding around Lelu to form a full suit of armor that covered her from head to all four of her hooves. The glowing lines took the shape of large, heavy protective plates that glowed around her body, something the centaur failed to notice as she was too busy screaming in her hysteria while waving her arms around.

Max stared at the sight in disbelief before noticing the mysterious woman riding atop the centaur's back. She was now completely covered in thick, sleek knight's armor of white and blue design, her helmet having an opening for her eyes while her blue hair flowed behind her, and she was holding a long lance that reached ahead of the rampaging centaur.

"Protect!" the woman boldly declared as Lelu raced across the corridor towards the Ancient harpy. Harrow growled as she let go of Max and held her foot out to stop the centaur, something she was unable to do as Lelu promptly charged through and plowed the surprised bird off of Max. The boy rolled aside and came to a stop before seeing Lelu sprinting down the aisle while carrying Harrow with her. The Ancient's feet scraped and sparked across the swiftly moving floor as she struggled to stop the girl to no avail, with Lelu forcibly pushing her all the way down the corridor and into a wall of cargo containers that she immediately charged right through without slowing down.

"Lelu?" Max slowly asked.

Lelu continued screaming and crying, shouting Max's name and other slurred words, all while pushing Harrow ahead of her at high speed. The girl charged forward with Harrow watching her in bewilderment as she was pinned against the centaur before crashing through a pile of crates that burst apart with shattered crystalline rods flying out, into another large container that held glowing blue rods that promptly exploded into a fireball around them, and then blasted through a support pillar, a shelving wall, a stack of crystalline panels, and then into another reinforced cargo box that still didn't hinder the centaur in the least.

After barreling across the cargo bay in a straight line and through plenty of obstacles, Lelu finally slammed the Ancient into another container that exploded into a bright green fireball. Further behind, Max ran after them through the path of destruction laid out by the unstoppable centaur. Upon reaching the burning green blaze that a few nearby stacks of crates and large steel rods fell into with loud crashes, Max stared at the sight in disbelief.

"Holy... shoot," he managed to say. "Did... did Lelu do all that?"

Slowly trotting out from the burning wreckage, Lelu came into view, with the glowing armor she had on dissolving into a bright light that raced back over into Max's glove. The boy glanced at it curiously then watched as Lelu came up to him with a stunned look on her face and not a scratch on her.

"Lelu? Are you okay?"

The centaur looked back at the flaming mess nearby, down at herself, and then to Max.

"I... think something... weird just happened," she said in a daze. "Did... did I just..."

"Yeah, you did," Max said with an impressed smile. "That was incredible, Lelu. You smashed that harpy through everything in your path. You were amazing. How did you do that?"

"I haven't the faintest idea," Lelu said, blinking a few times as she came back to her senses. She looked at the destroyed path behind them, then to the burning fires ahead, and then to Max with a worried look. "I don't know. I just... did. I saw you in pain, I saw what she was doing to you, and I couldn't stand it. I wanted to help you so badly, I was so scared I was going to lose you. So I just... I just..."

The boy observed the flaming pile of debris for a moment before smiling at the centaur.

"Thank you, Lelu, for coming to my aid. You really came through for me."

Lelu smiled timidly as she blushed from the comment, the two gazing into each other's eyes before they heard the flaming debris moving around. With a powerful leap, Harrow shot out into the air with the fires below her exploding outward. Lelu yelped and backed up with Max as he pushed her behind him, the two stepping away and watching the Ancient harpy keeping airborne above them. Her clothing was smoking while a few scratches were seen on her cheek and neck, her glowing eyes glaring at the children as she growled with a noticeable look of anger on her face.

"She's still alive?" Lelu cried out.

"Dammit. Why won't she stay down?" Max cursed.

"You accursed vermin," Harrow snarled. "You will pay for that."

Her wings began to build up searing glows along the ends of their feathers, with the harpy then throwing out a sizzling arc of energy towards her prey. Holding up his hand before them, Max braced himself before the blue shield again formed and blocked the attack. Glancing back, he saw the mysterious woman standing behind him, her arm holding the shield in place while she smiled sharply at Harrow.

"Protect!" she cheered.

Harrow narrowed her eyes at seeing the attack having been blocked effortlessly. She then spotted Grace running out from behind a corner who quickly stopped with a startle.

"What the fuck happened here?" she asked, staring at the burning wreckage with wide eyes. Looking up she then screamed as Harrow flung another searing energy wave towards her, the girl stumbling back against a wall as the light bloomed against her.

"Grace!" Max yelled, holding out his gloved hand towards her. In a flash, the shield and its bearer vanished with a bright blue light racing over towards the elf. Before the Ancient's attack could hit, the woman appeared again holding her shield before the screaming girl and blocked the strike. Grace looked around in awe at the shield that protected her before turning to Max, the boy smiling in relief at seeing she was okay. He then turned to Harrow as she swung her wing out and sent down another burning arc of energy at them.

"Max!" Lelu cried out, holding onto him out of fright. Max held up his hand, and once more the blue-haired woman and her shield dissolved before Grace and returned to their side. Blocking the strike which exploded around the barrier, Max and Lelu kept on guard as Harrow smiled derisively at them.

"Oh? Seems you can only summon one of those pesky little shields, can't you?" she slyly mused. "Well then, let's see you handle this."

With a heavy flap of her wings to keep airborne, the harpy then swung both downward, casting out two searing arcs of light that raced towards Lelu and Max as well as Grace.

Max grit his teeth before holding his hand out at the elf who pressed back against the wall in fear.

"Protect her!" he shouted, with the blue-haired woman and her shield disappearing before them and racing back over to the elf. Without pause, Max quickly turned and pushed Lelu away, throwing the centaur into a slide across the floor on her side while Grace gasped from behind the newly formed blue shield.

"Max!" Grace screamed, watching as Max tried to leap away before the attack struck down behind him and exploded. As it cut open a large, searing gash on the floor, Max yelled while tumbling away and trailing smoke.

"Max!" Lelu cried, seeing the boy dropping onto his front with burns on his backside. His pants were scorched and slightly burned off his legs, his back showed bloodied burns, and his strained grunt as he coughed and struggled to get back up drew a cold smile across Harrow's face.

"Foolish bug," the Ancient scoffed. "You should have saved yourself."

"No!" Grace yelled, banging her fists on the barrier. "Max! God fucking dammit, you'll pay for this, you fucking whore! You can't hurt my destined one and get away with it, I'm going to fucking tear you apart, you godforsaken bitch!"

"The only thing he's destined for is death," Harrow quipped before throwing two more searing arcs out from her wings. With one going towards Grace and another at Max, the boy grunted in frustration as he tried throwing himself aside in a desperate attempt to roll away. The energy wave crashed into the floor behind and threw Max forward into a tumble with burning bits of steel bouncing with him, all while Lelu screamed from nearby and Grace cried out from behind her protective shield.

"Max! Are you okay?" Lelu said as she scrambled onto her feet. She started racing towards the boy before Harrow threw out a wide flurry of feathers from her wings, the ends still being searing hot and trailing glowing spirals behind as they spun towards all three of the children.

"Watch out!" Grace cried out.

Lelu staggered in her run with a terrified scream before tripping and falling to the floor, narrowly missing a few feathers that streaked by over her head. Two more struck into the ground where Max managed to push himself into a sideways roll away from just in time, with Lelu sliding over and crashing into him. Grace watched the feathers bouncing against her shield harmlessly while more pierced the ground all around Max and Lelu.

"Lelu, are you alright?" he asked, holding the girl.

"I think so," she whined, holding him close. “Are… are we still alive?”

The feathers shook about before recoiling back into the air, all of them reattaching to Harrow's wings as she slowly touched down atop a railing of an overhanging walkway. Max and Lelu looked up at the harpy in trepidation as she smirked at them while holding a wing up to strike.

"No. No. No!" Grace yelled, pounding on the shield. Looking around at the glowing blue lines, the elf then started hitting the barrier frantically. "Help them! Whoever you are, you have to help them! Stop protecting me, just protect them! You can't let them die like this! I'll do whatever you ask, just protect them for me! Don't let Max die, I'm begging you! I love him! I love him with all my heart!"

"Protect?" the woman said, glancing to her curiously. She looked back and forth between Max and Lelu as well as the elf before smiling brightly. "Protect? Protect!"

"You fucking hellspawn!" Grace shouted, slamming her hands onto the barrier. "Leave my destined one alone! I'm going to fucking kill you for this!"

"As soon as I kill him and remove that barrier in front of you," Harrow commented, glancing back at her. "We shall see if you retain that same resolve."

"That's my Max you're threatening!" Grace yelled, glaring at the harpy with teary eyes. "I'll fucking rip your head off and shove it up your ass if you lay a stupid feather on him!"

"I'll do whatever I want," Harrow scorned, turning her glowing eyes back down to Max and Lelu. "Feel free to scream more as I peel them apart. I think I would rather enjoy that."

"You... goddamned..." Grace growled, hands clenching against the blue barrier. "Fucking... demon... I... I... I..."

With a furious roar she slammed her fists on the barrier, causing it to break apart into twisting blue lines that snapped and warped around her.

"I WON'T LET YOU DO THIS!" she yelled with all her might, then stumbled forward in surprise as the shield before her broke away. Grace watched as the glowing barrier reformed around her hands, with Harrow along with Max and Lelu turning to see the shield transforming into something that the elf stared at with wide eyes.

Everyone witnessed the shield rearranging itself into a giant ballista that felt nearly weightless in Grace's hands. The young elf was rendered stunned as she saw the crossbow that was easily four times bigger than she was snapping into formation, with a tall slot that held glowing arrows resting above the firing groove while the elf's hands were now clad in glowing armor made of the same softly glowing blue energy lines.

"What in Eden?" Lelu breathed out.

"Grace?" Max wondered.

"How did she do that?" Harrow wondered.

"The... fuck?" Grace slowly said, looking over the gigantic weapon she now held. "Um... what... just happened?"

Max saw Grace holding the glowing ballista in disbelief before he noticed the mysterious woman kneeling down behind her. She was holding the crossbow in her hands while having her arms around the elf, her outfit having changed to wearing blue armbands, a blue and white bandanna around her head, a sleeveless white and blue leather jacket, and a toothpick stuck between her teeth as she smiled sharply up at Harrow.

Grace blinked before looking up at the Ancient with a stern glare forming, her lip flinching in her anger as she lifted the weapon to aim at the harpy.

"Impossible," Harrow softly contended.

"Payback time, you fucking bitch," Grace scorned before pulling the trigger. Instantly the repeater began firing out glowing blue arrows with rapid thwacks, the weapon kicking back at first from the sheer intensity and incredible rate of fire before the woman behind Grace braced herself, managing to somewhat stabilize the weapon.

"Protect -tect- tect- tect- tect- tect- tect- tect- tect!" the woman shouted with a staggering warcry, all while Grace was shaking with a stammering yell herself.

"Hol- ol- ol- oly- ly- ly- ly- sh- sh- sh- shi- shit- it- it- t -t -t!" Grace exclaimed while feeling not only the rapid shockwaves running through her from the weapon's extreme fire rate, but also from the sight of seeing it spewing out a stream of glowing arrows that whizzed through the air towards Harrow.

The Ancient shielded herself with her wing, only to then get immediately punched off her perch by the relentless barrage of arrows that struck against her with sharp flashes. The rapid clanging of arrows against her wing echoed through the air while more of them struck her tumbling body. The harpy yelled out in anger as she flew off balance, taking hit after hit from the flashing arrows as it pushed her further away. Trying to fly off to the side, she was unable to evade the blue arrows as Grace struggled to keep her aim on the airborne harpy, with the unseen woman behind her easily moving the firing ballista with a sharp eye on their target.

"F- F- F- Fu- Fuck y- y- you- u- u- u- u- u- u!" Grace stammered out while shaking.

"Protect -tect- tect- tect- tect- tect- tect- tect!" the woman behind her shouted.

Max and Lelu watched in awe as Harrow flew around while being pelted by glowing arrows, the harpy tumbling about through the air before she soared down and crashed into a pile of storage boxes. Grace continued firing the arrows at her target, the barrage of glowing energy bolts tearing through the crates where Harrow was now buried underneath. A bright flash erupted before an explosion detonated from an arrow striking a volatile target, with the mighty crossbow launching a few more arrows before finally stopping.

Grace stared wide-eyed at what just happened along with Lelu and Max, all while the mysterious woman chuckled while giving a thumbs-up.

"Protect," she boldly said. The crossbow dissolved into a blue light while the woman vanished, once again shooting off as a bright blue glow that raced over into Max's glove. Grace wavered atop her feet before finally dropping to her knees, her eyes slowly going down to her hands for a moment before over to the burning wreckage in front of her.

"Fucking... hell," she breathed out.

"Grace?" Max asked, snapping the elf to her senses. She looked back to see Max and Lelu running up beside her, the two surveying the damage before turning to her in wonder.

"That... was amazing, Grace," Max commended. "You shot her right out of the air with that thing. How did you do that?"

"I... uh..." was her only reply.

"I don't know which amazes me more," Lelu commented. "You somehow wielding that strange weapon of incredible power, or the fact that you actually hit someone on purpose with your arrows without endangering all of us in the process."

Grace merely held up her middle finger at the centaur while her eyes remained locked on Max.

"Are you okay?" Max asked, taking her hand and helping the girl to her feet.

"That... was so... awesome," Grace growled before smiling brightly at him. "I can't even believe what just happened! Did you see that? That was so amazing! That shield turned into the most incredible thing ever! That was the fucking best! Holy shit! Did you make that happen, Max? Was that because of you? Because if so, then goddamn, you’re the absolute greatest, Max!"

"Oh. Um, I... I'm not sure," Max said, puzzled. He looked at his glove along with the girls before shrugging. "I don't quite understand what's going on or who that strange woman is. But when you were holding that giant crossbow, I saw her holding it with you. I think... she did that."

"She was holding it with me?" Grace repeated. "I didn't see anyone next to me. But... it was weird holding that thing. I still don't get how it just appeared like that, or how I was able to lift it. I mean it was fucking huge, but it felt like it weighed nothing at all."

"Who is she?" Lelu wondered, resting her hand on Max's glove. "What is she?"

Their attention was quickly pulled back to where the flaming wreckage erupted with Harrow flying up into the air. The Ancient harpy flew overhead while focusing her glaring eyes down at the children, a furious look on her face being seen as she soared over and landed atop a walkway’s railing above her prey. Her cowl was no longer on her head, with her long dark grey hair swaying behind her with a few of the ends being singed while the loose straps hanging from her outfit were scorched and smoking.

“Are you kidding us?” Grace exclaimed, backing up with Lelu behind Max. “She’s not dead yet?”

“She looks really angry now,” Lelu nervously pointed out.

“What does it take to make her stay down?” Max complained as he lifted his left arm up before them.

With a snarl, Harrow kept her glaring eyes locked on Max and the girls, her wings slowly being held out to either side as the glowing engravings began to shift to a dark crimson.

“I’m through playing this game,” she hissed. “I don’t know what sort of trickery you’re using here, but it ends now! Forget making you suffer, I’m just going to kill you all and be done with this once and for all!”

Five glowing red balls of light formed in a line before her, stretching out across the width of her wingspan and all growing in size as volatile energy siphoned into them from her glowing feathers.

“What do we do now?” Grace asked.

The five energy spheres began letting off electrical snaps across the harpy’s wings and onto the walkway below her, each of them growing large in size before the Ancient flapped her wings and launched them towards the children in a spiraling volley. Lelu and Grace screamed while they ducked low behind Max as the boy held up his arm and braced himself.

“Max!” Lelu cried out.

“Protect!” the mysterious woman shouted, appearing behind Max and holding her arm over his. Her giant blue barrier formed before them, blocking the powerful attack that exploded violently against it while striking into cargo crates beside them. Holding both arms before herself, the woman stood firm while her barrier stretched around Max and the girls to completely shield them from the fiery explosions that blasted against them from all sides.

Harrow narrowed her eyes with a frustrated growl as she saw the barrier holding strong without so much as flickering once, the smoke and haze from her attack drifting away while the nearby cargo piles she had struck were completely destroyed and reduced to flaming debris. Lelu and Grace slowly looked around in awe from seeing they were still alive while Max continued glaring at Harrow, watching as the harpy crushed the railing she stood upon with her feet out of anger while her eyes focused directly on him with burning intensity.

“How can this be?” she scowled. “He’s just a weak little bug. How can he be this strong? It’s not possible. This can't be happening.”

The Ancient’s ear then twitched before she looked back to see a large energy ball of chaotic storm energy flying towards her with a wailing howl. The attack struck the harpy and exploded into an eruption of intense winds and lightning bolts that wildly zapped the surrounding area and blew apart the walkway. Max and the girls watched as the mangled remains of the bridge dropped to the ground while electrical haze and smoke billowed in the air, only to then clear to reveal Harrow flapping her wings and appearing to be merely annoyed by the attack instead of hurting from it.

Watching the Ancient slowly turning to glare at her, Bermuda showed a fearful expression while standing atop a tall stack of shipping containers nearby.

“No way,” Bermuda breathed out. “I hit her right in the face with that spell. I got her. How is she still flying?”

“Bermuda, what are you doing?” Max yelled out. “You’re supposed to be looking for Lucy, remember?”

“I’m sorry!” the arachne cried out. “I saw her trying to kill you, I couldn’t just ignore that! I thought I could catch her by surprise and end this!”

“You idiot! Run!” Grace shouted. “She’s going to end you!”

“Run, Bermuda!” Lelu frantically said. “Hurry!”

With a low growl, Harrow swung her wing and launched a flurry of spinning feathers towards Bermuda. Max started to hold his left hand out towards her before the Ancient then swung her other wing down, throwing out more feathers that soared at him and the girls.

Not wasting a moment, Max quickly held out his hand towards Bermuda who was screaming while stumbling back.

“Protect her!” he shouted, with the mysterious woman and her shield vanishing into a burst of blue light that raced towards the arachne. Max then spun around and tackled Lelu and Grace off to the side, the three children sliding across the floor while the steel feathers struck into the ground behind them with sharp whacks.

“Max!” Bermuda cried out as the feathers struck against the newly formed shield that appeared before her, the girl screaming in fright before seeing Max holding Grace and Lelu down on the floor. They looked back to see the feathers shaking before recoiling into the air, all of them being recalled to Harrow who caught them in her wings.

"Fool," Harrow scorned. "You can't save them all. You can't save anyone."

"Stop it!" Bermuda yelled, raising her arms up. She began channeling violet wisps of magical energy into a ball above her head, the spell growing in size while rumbling with thunder and lightning as the wind started to howl around her.

"Leave them alone! That's my Max you're threatening, and those are my friends! Stop it right now or else!"

"Or else what?" Harrow hissed with a narrowed glance at her. "What do you think a weak little bug like yourself can do? Your magical abilities are downright laughable, you can't ever hope to scratch me with such pathetic power."

"You goddamned freak," Bermuda growled. She then glanced around at the glowing barrier in front of her. "Hey, lady from the ether. If you're listening, then please stop protecting me with that shield. Protect Max and my friends, okay? Just please do that for me. Don't let anything hurt him, he means everything to me. I love him. I love him so very much."

"Protect?" the mysterious woman said, glancing to her curiously.

"Please keep him safe for me. Just focus on protecting him. Drop your barrier so I can show this wretched hellspawn she can't hurt Max without paying dearly for it. I'm going to hit her with everything I've got."

"Protect," the woman said, looking over to Max then back to Bermuda with a curious smile. "Protect? Protect! Protect!"

"This ends now," Harrow scorned, raising her wings into the air.

"No! I won't let you!" Bermuda cried out with eyes shut tight. Focusing all her power into her attack, the arachne then yelled out furiously while her chaotic storm ball rumbled with rising energy.

"NOBODY HURTS MY MAX!" she yelled before throwing the magical attack forward. As it launched towards Harrow, it crashed into and then through the glowing shield, with the lines that encompassed it breaking apart and twisting around the howling sphere that soared through the air at Harrow. The Ancient watched in surprise as it flew at her, striking the harpy and exploding into a wild storm of raging winds, thunderous clouds, and lightning that zapped along the Ancient's wings and feet. From the blast, glowing blue bars of energy flew outward before forming into small mini-shields, each of which floated in the air in a wide circle around the harpy.

Harrow ignored the magical onslaught of fierce winds and lightning that struck against her to no effect, her eyes sharply observing the strange floating barriers that surrounded her now. Electrical arcs from the magical assault snapped outward and struck the shields, resonating with them as they began to glow brightly while letting off sparks and bolts of lightning between them. They began siphoning all the unstable storm energy that Bermuda had unleashed, each of the barriers crackling and humming with rising power as they let off loud, snapping bolts of energy at the neighboring ones.

"What is happening?" Harrow questioned.

Bermuda looked at the glowing shields in puzzlement along with Max and the girls, with the boy blinking before turning to Bermuda again in wonder. As expected, he saw the mysterious woman standing beside the arachne, her outfit having now changed to a long sleek white coat with a single blue belt worn around her waist and her cleavage exposed, blue and white rubber gloves on her hands, and thick goggles worn over her eyes while her hair was sticking straight out in all directions behind her. She stood there with a proud grin on her face, her arms crossed before she reached over and grabbed a large handle to a floating switch made of white and blue design.

"That's not what Bermuda's flying death balls usually do," Lelu commented, looking up.

"What's going on?" Grace asked. "Max? Is that strange lady doing this?"

"Uh..." Max said, watching the woman curiously before turning his eyes up at Harrow.

"Protect!" the woman shouted before throwing the switch with a heavy clank.

The ring of glowing shields around Harrow lit up brightly while exchanging rapid shots of electricity between them, with the Ancient looking around in surprise before they unleashed snapping bolts of energy directly into her. The harpy screamed as she was struck by a much greater electrical storm, she sheer intensity of the lightning bolts scorching her skin and burning her clothes while her wings and feet conducted miniature arcs of energy around them.

Max and the girls shielded their eyes as the bright light from the attack lit up the cargo bay, with Harrow trembling in place as she was caught in a literal web of energy that shocked the woman down to her core. The electrical attack grew heavier and louder, with the ring of shields around the harpy shaking before a loud eruption detonated against the Ancient. With a heavy bang, a powerful shockwave was released, crossing over the entire bay and causing sparks to erupt from terminals and glowing engravings in the walls.

Max slowly looked up while holding Lelu and Grace close, the two girls keeping their faces buried in his shoulders before they peeked around carefully. From behind the glowing shield, Bermuda lowered her arms and showed a bewildered expression from seeing lingering banks of haze crackling with static energy in the air.

"Did... I do that?" she slowly asked.

"Are you girls okay?" Max asked.

"I believe so," Lelu said as they sat up together.

"That was really loud," Grace mentioned, rubbing her ear.

From above, Harrow dropped down and slammed into the floor near them, startling the children who jumped back in surprise. The Ancient was sprawled on the ground with electrical arcs snapping around her wings and feet, her clothing being ripped and burned, and her eyes closed as she appeared unconscious now.

"Holy... shit," Grace softly said in awe.

"Is she... dead?" Lelu nervously asked.

"I don't think so," Max answered, seeing the harpy's chest along with her large breasts slowly rising and lowering from each breath she made. "She's still breathing. She's still alive."

Max then looked over towards Bermuda, seeing the spider watching them in stunned silence while the shield before her flashed and dissolved away.

"Protect," the mysterious woman beside her said, giving a thumbs-up before she too vanished with the barrier. With a burst of blue light, she once again returned to Max's glove, himself and the girls looking at it in wonder before carefully observing the incapacitated Ancient before them.

"Did... did that woman you were seeing do that?" Lelu asked.

"I think she did," Max said with a nod. "I think... she can do more than just make a shield with her power."

Grace nodded slowly while seeing Harrow smoking slightly and twitching a little as electrical currents snapped around her.

"Whoever she is, tell her she's fucking awesome."




Chapter 18

Overcoming the Nightmare

In the world of Eden, monsters were known to hunt, capture, and steal away men for breeding. Though most preferred adults for this purpose, either because they were more virile and fit for mating or the monster found the notion of harming children beneath them, there were those that would kidnap helpless young boys for use with their carnal desires. For some, they found children to be easier to subdue and take advantage of. For others, they derived a dark pleasure from abusing their weaker prey. After all, a child wouldn't be seen as a formidable opponent when compared to a full-grown adult.

Of course, even being young, they could still prove to be stronger than they first appeared.

*****

Flying through the air with soft orange and flashing red lights gleaming off her icy wings, Arial soared over suspended walkways and packs of storage containers below. Her eyes carefully searched for any sign of the missing girl from earlier, the sounds of her screaming in terror echoing in the chamber along with what sounded like a violent conflict occurring. Glancing back over her shoulder, she saw Harrow flying up into the air while glowing blue arrows rapidly pelted her from below, causing the Ancient to fly around erratically before falling and crashing out of sight.

“What is going on back there?” she asked herself. "What are they doing? Max, you had better be safe."

Looking back down, she saw passing aisles of boxes and shelves, oddly shaped platforms and containment frames with glowing crystals hung in racks within them, and also a young girl who was screaming for her life while lying on the floor.

“There you are,” Arial said, flying down and landing next to the copycat.

"NO!" Lucy shrieked with wide, unfocused eyes. The copycat cried and screamed as she lurched back and forth on the floor with her legs kicking off to the sides, the world around her appearing dark and twisted while the sight of Jesseth having his way with her was all that could be seen with any clarity.

"NO! STOP! STOP! PLEASE, NO! NO! SOMEONE, HELP! HELP ME!" Lucy screamed as loud as she could.

Arial shook her head before holding a hand out at the girl, unleashing a blast of arctic wind that coated the ground in frost along with the copycat who locked up with a sharp yelp. Lucy shivered loudly while being stunned from the sudden chill, her eyes slowly focusing as her world shifted from the nightmare back to reality. With a sharp gasp, the girl quickly curled into a ball on the floor, covering her face with shaky whimpers as the haunting echo of her rapist’s laughter continued to torment her.

“Are you okay?” Arial asked.

Taking a few quick breaths, Lucy slowly peeked around with a nervous mewl. Finding herself lying on the frozen floor of the cargo bay, the copycat slowly realized she wasn’t being assaulted anymore, with only Arial being seen as she stood over the trembling copycat.

"Wh... what... what happened?" Lucy quietly asked. "Where... where did... what... but... huh?"

Looking up at Arial, she saw the angel watching her with a solemn expression with her wings glinting in the flashing lights.

"Oh god... an... an angel? Oh no. Am I... dead?"

"No, you're not dead," Arial corrected, reaching down and taking her hand. She pulled the girl back onto her feet, with Lucy shaking from the cold as she brushed the frost off her body.

"What's going on?" Lucy asked while trembling. "What just happened? And who are you, anyway?"

"Where are the pixies?" Arial asked, getting a confused look from the copycat. "Bring them back. Max needs their help."

"Huh? The pixies?" Lucy repeated. She quickly looked around before brushing the frost out of her hair. "I… I don't know where they are. They were all up there earlier. Ira? Ira! Hey, where are you?"

"Bring them back," Arial ordered. "Max needs their help to stop Harrow."

"Alright, what is going on here?" Lucy demanded with a stomp of her foot. "What are you talking about? Who the hell is that bitch anyway, and what just happened to me? One minute my crew of pixies is getting ready to blast that freaky bird, and then the next I'm seeing a really horrible nightmare from the past coming to life before my eyes! I have been dealing with one crazy moment after another this whole night, I just want to see what kind of cool treasures I have on my new ship, and I don't even know where they are or what the hell is happening anymore! For crying out loud, would someone please just tell me where my treasure is already?"

"Forget about your damned treasure," Arial said, grabbing her by the neck and surprising her. "Max is fighting to keep that monster from killing us all and he needs our help. You're the captain of this ship, yes? Then order your crew to fight back against that accursed bird right now."

"Max? You mean that boy who was with you?" Lucy questioned. "Wait, he's fighting Harrow? How? What the hell is he going to do against a monster like her?"

"You would do well not to underestimate him," Arial warned. "He's far stronger than you give him credit for. Now do whatever you have to in order to get the pixies out here to help him. Max has requested their aid, so make it happen."

"I don't know how to do that!" Lucy complained. "I don't know where they are or why they left. I don't understand anything that's going on! Goddammit, did I hit my head in the dig site or something? Is any of this even real? Is this all just a crazy dream?"

A sudden bang echoed throughout the chamber along with a shockwave ripping across it, with a bright light illuminating the entire cargo bay before slowly fading. Arial looked behind with a curious eye while Lucy was whining and struggling to pull the angel's cold hand off her neck.

"Max," Arial softly worried.

"Now what's happening?" Lucy asked. She then yelped as Arial pulled her over before lifting the girl into her arms, the angel's wings arching behind before she took off into the air. "Whoa! What are you doing? Put me down!"

Arial flew over the cargo bay towards where a lingering static cloud was slowly dissipating with soft crackles. As she got closer, she spotted Bermuda skittering down from a stack of crates and moving to where Max and the girls were standing next to an incapacitated Harrow.

"Incredible," Arial said in awe. "Did he really defeat her?"

"What? He did?" Lucy exclaimed. "No way. He beat her? How? She's a monstrous freak with metal wings and legs, how the hell did he defeat her?"

"I told you, don't underestimate him," Arial replied before swooping down towards the group.

Bermuda skittered up next to Max and the girls, all of them watching Harrow in wonder as she remained motionless before them.

"I can't believe it," Bermuda said with an awkward smile. "That actually worked. Um... what exactly happened? How did my attack hit her so hard like that? I mean, I know I put a lot of power into it this time, but... I wasn't expecting that much of an effect."

"It was that woman," Max said, looking at his glove. "She... she did something to help you. Just like she did with Lelu and Grace."

"She did that?" Bermuda wondered. Max nodded before they noticed Arial landing behind them. She set the copycat down on her feet and quickly headed over to the boy.

"Max, are you okay?" she asked, examining him closely. "I heard a loud explosion. You weren't hurt by it, were you?"

"I'm alright, Arial," Max assured. "We all are. As for that noise, that was Bermuda knocking Harrow out of the air with her magic. She hit that harpy with a lightning spell like you wouldn't believe."

"I saw it, and I still don't believe it," Grace commented.

"Yes, her flying death balls finally came in handy for once," Lelu agreed.

"Would you stop calling them that?" Bermuda snapped at the centaur. "They are not 'flying death balls', okay?"

"I see," Arial said, eyeing Harrow carefully as she stepped up in front of the group. "Is she dead?"

"No, she's just unconscious," Max answered. "Even after being hit by that big of an attack, she's still alive."

"That can easily be changed," Arial harshly said. She glanced back to Max and looked him over with a worried eye. "You look pretty beaten up. Are you sure you're alright?"

"I'm fine, Arial," Max promised. "I'm a little sore, but I'll live."

"Lucy? Are you feeling better now?" Lelu asked the copycat.

"I think so," Lucy said, walking up to them and carefully observing Harrow. "What the hell happened to me? I was about to give the order for everyone to teach that stupid bird a lesson, and then... everyone just vanished. There was this horrible noise in my ears, and then... and then I saw..."

"Whatever you were seeing, it wasn't real," Bermuda explained. "Harrow has been playing with our minds all night. She's able to make you see terrifying illusions that mess with your head. We were all suffering from nightmares before Max woke us up. We're just lucky we managed to snap you out of it before you hurt yourself from what you were seeing."

"That goddamned bird," Lucy scorned at the Ancient. "She wrecked my ship. She made me relive the most horrible moment of my entire life. And to top it all off, she dared try taking my treasure from me. That stupid, stinky, freaky... arg!"

With a furious growl, Lucy marched past the group over to Harrow, her fists shaking at her sides while her tail was sticking straight up behind her.

"Yeah, that's right! You're nothing but a lousy, smelly, creepy freak! Nobody steals from me and gets away with it, you hear me? Nobody! Haha! You stupid bitch! Not so high and mighty now, are you? That's what you get for messing with Captain Lucy! Maybe this will teach you to respect the captain of the Aurora, which is me!"

"Why is she gloating?" Lelu asked the others. "She literally did nothing to help us this entire time."

"Even her group of pixies weren't of any help," Bermuda commented. "Max was the one who defeated Harrow."

"Well, I can't take all the credit," Max said, rubbing the back of his head with a weak smile. "You girls also helped with stopping her. You and that strange woman from the ether."

"She keeps saying something about treasure," Grace mentioned, scratching her head. "What treasure? What is she talking about?"

"You stupid excuse for a harpy!" Lucy shouted at Harrow. "You're going to be begging for mercy after I'm done with you! I'm going to have your wings and feet melted down and made into bars for your own little prison! I'm going to lock you up and throw away the key, and then I'm going to throw your cage off a goddamn cliff!"

She pointed and laughed triumphantly at the incapacitated harpy, with everyone else watching her in silence, before she stepped forward and tried kicking the woman in the head. To her surprise, her foot passed right through the harpy, causing Lucy to yelp as she lost her footing and dropped onto her back.

"Hey, what the heck?" she complained, sitting up and rubbing her head. She looked at Harrow in bewilderment before she tried kicking her again, with her foot passing right through the body like a ghost. Max and the girls watched closely as Lucy scrambled to her feet and tried stomping on the harpy's body to no effect.

"What is this? Is she a ghost or something?" Lucy asked.

Max stepped forward and moved his foot around through the Ancient's body, with woman then fading away into a black haze before their eyes.

"What the... where did she go?" Grace exclaimed.

"She vanished," Lelu softly said.

"Oh no," Max breathed out. The girls turned to him as he slowly looked around with the growing realization. "That wasn't Harrow. That was an illusion."

"An illusion?" Lucy repeated.

"But... that means..." Bermuda feared.

"She was tricking us again," Max said, then heard the sound of steel scraping the floor nearby. He blinked then looked back, a surprised look coming over him before he quickly grabbed Lucy and held her close. Raising his arm up, the round blue barrier formed in front of them just as a fierce impact struck against it from the other side. Lucy stared at Max in surprise before looking at the glowing barrier that pulsated in front of them, with Harrow phasing into view as she pressed against the shield with her wing. Her body had burns and scorch marks all over while her eyes were glaring at Max with white rings glowing in them.

“You… insolent… wretched… despicable… WORTHLESS LITTLE BUG!” Harrow yelled in her evident rage.

"Goddammit, why won't you stay down?" Max yelled back.

"What is going on?" Lucy cried out with a blush, feeling Max securely holding her close while shielding her from Harrow. "What is that thing? Where did that come from? How are you doing this?"

Harrow darted to the side and tried swinging her wing to slice through them both, with Max moving his arm over along with the shield which blocked her effortlessly. The Ancient flapped her wings and leapt into the air, trying to go over the barrier as she swung her wing at them again, casting out a flurry of steel feathers that collided with the shield as Max held his arm up.

"Protect!" the mysterious woman declared, standing behind Max while scowling at Harrow.

Lucy stared at the barrier in awe before turning to Max, a faint utterance being made as she saw him glaring at the evil harpy with a low growl.

Max watched Harrow flapping her wings to stay airborne over them, the boy then running out from under the shield before jumping up towards her with all his might. Lucy's jaw lowered as she saw Max leaping up and tackling the harpy out of the air. The two crashed to the ground, crushing a few metal boxes filled with crystalline panels that shattered beneath them, before Max rolled them over and slammed the woman onto the ground.

"Who the hell is that guy?" Lucy asked as the glowing barrier above her vanished, her eyes locked onto Max as he struck the harpy in the face a few times, was then knocked off the woman before quickly recovering and catching her wing that she tried slashing through his head, then threw the harpy overhead and down onto the ground with a heavy impact, before he was kicked off his feet and over into a support column that he slammed into with a loud clang. Max growled and rushed back towards his foe, dodging her swiping wings before she leapt up and struck at him with her talons, slicing bleeding marks across his arms and shoulder before he grabbed her foot and swung her around wildly.

"Holy... shit," Lucy said in awe as Max flung the harpy away and through the bent support column he had dented earlier, with the Ancient plowing through it and causing the walkway above to come crashing down on top of her. Lucy stared at the sight in disbelief, turned to Max who was breathing heavily while keeping his sharp glare locked onto where Harrow emerged from the mangled debris with a furious roar, then turned to see the other girls watching Max in silent wonder.

"Am I still seeing things?" Lucy asked, with the girls glancing to her and merely shaking their heads, before she looked back to see Harrow swooping towards Max and striking at him relentlessly with her talons.

"I'm going to tear you apart!" Harrow yelled at Max as he kept dodging and knocking away her feet. She was again grabbed and thrown down to the floor, with the Ancient rolling back onto her feet before she swung her wings and threw more feathers at the boy in her rage. Max dodged a swipe at his head, took a steel feather into his shoulder that he yanked out and tossed aside, then darted forward and struck the harpy in her jaw with a fierce punch that knocked her back a step.

With a furious snarl, Harrow slashed her wing down through the floor, casting out a shower of sparks that Max shielded himself from using both arms, before she razed her other wing down through the ground and up into the boy. All the girls watched in shock as Max was lifted into the air while blood sprayed out from a large gash that split across the side of his torso.

"MAX!" Lelu screamed, herself and the girls crying out in horror as Max let out a strained yell while gripping the wing that was pierced through him.

"NO!" Bermuda screamed while grabbing her hair.

"Oh shit," Lucy worried, holding her hands over her mouth.

"Max! No!" Grace cried out.

"You accursed insect!" Harrow yelled. "This game ends now!"

She threw Max off her wing, the boy hitting the floor and tumbling away with blood splattering across the ground in his wake. Dropping onto his back, he shakily held a hand to his side that had a large gaping wound cut into it, his breathing shaky and strained as he clearly felt an overwhelming sense of pain despite his recent increase in strength.

“Oh god, no! Max!” Bermuda cried out as they rushed towards him, with Arial remaining in place as she stared at the boy in shock. Lucy looked at Max in disbelief before seeing Harrow shifting her murderous glare around at each of them.

“I’ve had it with all of you!” Harrow shouted. “I don’t know what tricks you’re pulling here, but it stops now! I have had it, I have had all I can stand of you filthy bugs! I don’t care if you’re the commanding officer on this ship, I don’t care what secrets you wretched maggots may possess, I don’t even give a damn what’s on this accursed ship anymore! I’m through with all of you! I’m going to rip you apart and destroy this damned vessel once and for all, I’m going to send each and every one of you horrid little insects down to the underworld before I tear apart this wretched pile of scrap just like I should have done from the start!”

Max showed the harpy a weary glare with Lelu, Grace, and Bermuda gathered close to him, the three girls watching in fright as Harrow started walking towards them. After a few steps, she stopped and looked down to see Arial standing still before her, the angel’s eyes locked onto Max as she appeared stunned from seeing him severely wounded.

“Max,” she breathed out, a cold wisp escaping her mouth. The angel began trembling with shaky utterances, her hand twitching while ice began to build up beneath her feet.

"Arial, watch out!" Lelu shouted, pointing to the harpy that raised her wing overhead. Arial blinked before suddenly screaming louder than any have heard from her before.

"NOOOOOO!" she yelled, releasing a sudden eruption of freezing gales that spread out in all directions. Harrow was struck with a powerful chilling wind that instantly coated her in frost while ice began spreading across the floor away from the screaming angel, the blowing winds wailing with a high-pitched shriek that failed to surpass Arial’s cry. With a furious yell from the angel, her icy claws formed and grew in size while her wings extended out behind her. The feathers she was missing reformed while they all grew larger, and her hair froze over as her eyes shifted to pure white. Below the angel, the floor turned to ice which continued expanding outward from the screaming girl.

"Max!" Lelu whined, holding the boy close against her bosom while shivering.

"Fuck that's cold!" Grace yelled, holding onto the boy's other arm.

"Arial, what are you doing?" Bermuda called out, holding an arm up to try to block the freezing winds from completely numbing her face. “Now is not the time for this!”

"What is she?" Lucy wondered, then screamed as the growing ice crept closer to her along with a sudden sting as her arm was coated in frost. "AH! That's so cold!"

"Oh my god," Bermuda breathed out, watching as the ice crossed over nearby crates and boxes which were instantly frozen solid with a high-pitched whine.

"She's freezing everything around her," Lelu marveled.

"Arial, stop!" Grace yelled out. "You're going to freeze us all!"

Harrow staggered back while growling at the angel, with the ice that crossed under her feet trying to encase them as well before she pulled free. Her wings and feet started to accumulate sleet on them while the frost she kept trying to shake off reappeared again as she was constantly hit with the freezing winds.

"You think you can stop me with a little ice?" she hissed at Arial. Upon saying those words, ice swiftly began coating her feet and legs, with the Ancient breaking free and shattering the frozen binds before more began forming again.

"You won't defeat me with such pathetic tricks, you wretched little maggot!" Harrow yelled. She lunged forward and swung her wing towards Arial before the angel reached up and caught it with her claw. With a frustrated grunt, Harrow felt the young girl holding her in place, the angel no longer screaming and instead remaining still.

Max and the girls saw her keeping her white eyes on them, her wings and claws having grown while ice covered not only her hair but also her feet and chest like jagged armor. The ice that spread out beneath her slowly stopped before reaching Max's group, while Lucy had to scramble and run further back to avoid being frozen like everything else the angel's power had touched.

"Arial," Lelu softly said.

"What... happened to her?" Grace asked.

"She's holding Harrow off," Bermuda realized. "How did she get stronger like that?"

"She's… always been... strong," Max grunted, showing a weak smile towards Arial who watched him with a look of remorse. "She could... have stopped Harrow all this time... if only..."

"If only what?" Lelu asked.

"If only we weren't with her," Max finished. "She's... been holding back... to protect us… from herself."

"It wasn't just that," Arial said. "I didn't want to hurt you. I didn't want my cold to hurt you. And... I also didn't want... you to see."

"See what?" Grace asked.

"Me," Arial whimpered, showing a look of sorrow. "I didn't want Max to see... what I really am. That I'm not... pure as freshly fallen snow. This is what I really am. A monster."

"Arial..." Max softly said.

"I'm just a monster," Arial said, her claw trembling as it held Harrow's wing in place. "I'm a weapon. I'm a murderer. I've killed so many before. I've sent so many down to the underworld. I'm just as bad as Harrow. I'm not... worthy of your love, Max. I'm not worthy of you."

"How dare you," Harrow hissed, glaring at Arial while her other wing’s engravings began to bleed crimson energy that flowed towards the tips of her feathers. "How dare you compare the likes of me to a disgusting little bug like yourself. You are nothing compared to me. Nothing!"

She raised her heated wing up to strike, with Arial throwing her other wing aside as she turned to face the Ancient with a frustrated glare and claws held aside to attack. The Ancient swung her searing feathers down towards the angel, only to collide and bounce back as a bright blue shield of energy formed above Arial. With a furious yell, Harrow shifted her glare over to Max who was holding his gloved hand out towards the angel.

"Protect!" the mysterious woman cheered as she held her barrier. The angel looked around at the glowing shield before slowly turning to see Max smiling at her.

"You're not like her, Arial," Max said while struggling with his pain. Taking a few deep breaths, he spoke to her while the girls nearby held him tenderly.

"You're nothing like her. You're not a monster. You were used. You were manipulated. What's in the past isn't your fault. What matters is now, what you choose to do and who you choose to be. And I see who you really are under the ice, I see what you can be, Arial."

"What I... can be?" Arial repeated. "What else can I be if not a weapon?"

"A savior," Max replied, surprising her. "You don't have to be someone who takes life, Arial. You can be someone who protects it. I know, because that's what you've been doing with us. You've been helping us survive, you've proven you have a heart and care about others. You've shown us you're not a weapon like you say. You can be so much more."

"Max..."

"I'm not afraid of you, Arial," Max promised. "I'm not afraid of what you were born as. And I'm not afraid of the cold, either. Quite the opposite actually, as I've grown quite fond of it. And you."

"What are you babbling about?" Harrow snapped. "Damn it all, how are you still alive anyway? Why won't you just die, you filthy worm?"

"Don't hold back," Max implored. "No more holding back or hiding, Arial. Show the world who you really are. Show the world the angel I know you can be."

Arial quietly whimpered as she watched him icy tears falling from her cheeks. With a frustrated yell, Harrow flapped her wings and flew up into the air away from them, her dark glare being aimed around at the children before focusing on Max as she perched herself on the edge of a large cargo container.

"Why won't you accursed insects just die already?" she yelled before holding her wings out. Their engravings bled to a crimson color as they began channeling their energy into five growing spheres of volatile power in front of the harpy.

"Oh fuck, not again!" Grace exclaimed, holding onto Max tightly.

"What is she doing?" Lucy worried, backing up.

"She's going to blow everything up!" Lelu cried out.

"You can't save them all, boy," Harrow hissed. "You can't save anyone. You're all dead!"

Arial looked up at the harpy who was gathering a great deal of blazing energy before her, the angel seeing the Ancient poised to unleash her destructive power upon everyone while Max's words echoed in her head.

"Show the world the angel I know you can be."

"Max," she quietly said. "Thank you, for protecting me. For believing in me."

"Protect?" the mysterious woman said, glancing to her curiously.

"But it's I who wants to protect you," Arial softly spoke, holding a frozen claw up to the barrier. "You're there, aren't you? The one making this shield. Can you hear my words? Please, I beg of you, lower it and protect Max instead. Protect the one I love."

"Protect," the woman gently replied.

"Please protect him. I can't lose him, I can't be without his warmth now. I need him. I need Max."

"Protect," the woman softly said.

"I know what I have to do. I know what I want to be. I know what I want more than anything."

"Protect?"

"I want to be... your angel, Max," Arial said, with a frozen tear falling from her cheek. "I want to be your angel, now and always. I want to be... your savior."

"Protect? Protect!" the woman cheered with an eager smile. "Protect!"

Arial grit her teeth while arching her wings back, the angel flexing her claws at her sides as she glared at Harrow, something the mysterious woman nodded quickly at before smiling sharply at the Ancient.

"I want... I want… I want to be MAX'S ANGEL!" Arial yelled, flapping her wings and taking off with a gust of freezing wind. The girl soared up through the glowing shield that broke apart and twisted around her, the blue energy lines that comprised the barrier bending and snapping over her wings as she flew up into the air.

Harrow swung her wings forward, launching a barrage of swirling crimson energy spheres towards everyone before her, with Max and the girls watching as Arial soared upwards in front of them with a growing azure radiance behind her.

"Arial!" Max shouted as the Ancient's volley of magical light struck against the angel who blocked their path, with the blue radiance suddenly swinging out in front of Arial and extending far to either side of her to stop all the blazing energy attacks which exploded violently against it.

"Arial, no!" Lelu cried out.

The flames and smoke billowed outward from the rapid explosions, with Harrow watching cautiously at first before showing surprise. This was also Max and the girls' reaction as they saw the fire and haze being parted by something with a bright blue light.

"Protect," the mysterious woman calmly said, floating overhead while now dressed in a white and blue nun's outfit, her hair flowing gently behind while her hands were held together and her expression was tranquil. Below her, the air cleared to reveal Arial keeping airborne with a sharp glare aimed at Harrow, with her frozen wings now having giant extensions to them made of glowing blue lines that gave the angel enormous wings that flapped heavily at her sides, while hovering above the girl's frozen hair was a glimmering halo of blue line segments and jagged ice. With each flap her wings made, frost and glittering snow wafted from the feathers while waves of chilled air rolled away from them.

"Whoa," Lucy softly said in awe. "She really is an angel."

"What the hell is this?" Harrow demanded. "How can these children do such a thing? They’re just children."

"Arial," Max breathed out.

"I won't let you hurt him," Arial sternly said. "I won't let you hurt any of them."

With a heavy flap of her wings, she shot towards Harrow while trailing frost and snow behind her. The Ancient growled as she held her own wings aside, the glowing red engravings channeling their energy into the ends of her feathers.

"I won't let you hurt anyone ever again!" Arial yelled, striking forward with both her ice claws. Harrow swung her heated wings towards the angel, with Arial catching them in her hands as they sizzled against her ice. The angel's giant wings wrapped around them both, encasing them in a dome as Arial claws trembled from pushing against Harrow. The Ancient glared at the powerful little girl that was managing to hold off her attack, her searing feathers burning against the angel's ice that refused to fully melt away.

"I'm going to melt you down into a fucking puddle, you little insect," Harrow hissed.

"The only one who can melt my ice is Max," Arial scorned. "And I won't let anyone take him away from me."

A high-pitched whistle was heard as the temperature inside their encasing began to drop, with the air around Arial becoming dangerously cold as ice formed below them. The steel Harrow stood upon froze over as ice started to creep up along her legs, with more forming on her wings and chest while her heated feathers struggled to melt it away fast enough. Crackling ice formed on the angel's glowing wings around them, with the air becoming chilled and painful to breathe for Harrow as she felt the cold reaching down to her very core.

Arial watched with a narrowed glare as Harrow tried to scream, however nothing came out as her body was slowly iced over. Her hair crackled as it froze stiff, her wings stopped pushing back against Arial's while the crimson glow they had faded away, and her face slowly turned to ice as her expression of shock was literally frozen upon her. With one final breath, the harpy fell silent as ice grew around her, encasing the woman in a frozen block. The white rings in her eyes flickered before slowly fading away, leaving the harpy still and quiet in her prison of ice.

Max and the girls watched in awe as Arial's glowing wings swooshed open and arched back, with a crackling mist of arctic air and snow billowing behind them. Arial slowly lowered down and landed on the floor which instantly froze over beneath her before the magical extensions on her wings began dissolving.

"Protect," the mysterious woman calmly said, gracefully holding her hands out before she vanished.

Arial started walking towards Max and the girls, their attention moving from the angel who was freezing everything around her up to where Harrow was frozen in a block of ice atop the cargo container. The steel below her creaked, with the weight of the frozen Ancient causing the weakened structure to break apart. Everyone watched Harrow dropping forward and slamming onto the floor behind Arial, with her frozen prison remaining intact while only a few shards of ice broke off.

"Fucking hell," Grace breathed out. "Look at that. Arial froze her solid."

"She stopped her in a matter of moments," Bermuda said in awe. "Incredible."

"You mean she could have done that all this time?" Lelu asked in disbelief.

"No, she couldn't have," Max grunted, holding his side while watching Arial. "Not unless she wanted us to share Harrow's fate. She's had to hold her power back in order to keep us safe."

"She could have frozen all of Shadow's Refuge to get to us if she wanted," Grace realized. "She's been holding herself back to protect everyone around her this whole time."

"And here I thought she was weakened being down here with us," Bermuda commented. "When actually she's only been suffering so we wouldn't have to."

"I told you," Max said with a weak smile. "She's not a mindless weapon. She has a heart under her ice."

The red flashing lights and alarms suddenly stopped, with the orange neon engravings near the ceiling shifting to blue as lights began turning back on throughout the hall. Terminals and monitors in the chamber went blank for a moment before they began flashing with foreign emblems moving across the screens. Everyone looked around at seeing power being restored to the cargo bay, their attention then turning back to Arial as she walked towards them.

"Um, Arial?" Grace nervously said as the angel approached Max and the girls while everything near her froze over with a strained whine. "Wait, not so close. Arial? What are you doing? Hold on! Stop! Don't freeze us!"

“Please don’t turn us into ice cubes too!” Lelu begged, shaking her head in fright.

As Arial walked closer, the ice on her body began to crack and break off, the chilling aura she was exuding now receding while her wings gradually shed the extra layers of sleet on them as they returned to normal. Her claws melted off her hands while her eyes returned to their clear blue color, with the ground under her feet slowly ceasing to freeze as she approached Max and the girls. The angel then slowly lowered down in front of Max, watching him with a deep gaze while the last of the frost and ice on her hair and face melted off. The boy took a shaky breath while holding his bloodied wound, a small smile then being shown as he used his other hand to gently grace Arial’s cheek.

“See?” he softly said. “I knew I was right about you.”

“You’re sure you… don’t fear me?” she worriedly asked. “I’m a danger… to everyone around me.”

“I trust you with my life,” Max said. “I trust you with their lives too. You’re not a danger, Arial. I know you’re not.”

"You really... don't mind the cold?" Arial asked as she timidly lowered her head.

"Not at all. I could definitely get used to it."

“Max,” Arial whimpered, nuzzling against his hand while shedding cold tears. Max smiled gently at the girl before lurching with a strained grunt. Lying back on the floor, he took a few deep breaths while holding his side, something all the girls watched in alarm.

“Max? Max!” Lelu cried out.

“We need to get you back to Shadow’s Refuge,” Bermuda insisted. “You’re in terrible condition.”

"I don't think... I can move right now," Max weakly said. "Everything hurts. Don't worry though, I'll... be okay. I just need... a moment... to rest. Just need... a few minutes... to..."

"Max? Max! Max!" Grace yelled as they saw the boy passing out with a small grunt. "Max, can you hear me? Max!"

"Max, speak to us! Say something!" Bermuda begged, shaking him. The girls observed him remaining unresponsive while the blue glove on his hand shimmered before dissolving away in flowing wisps.

"What happened to the glove?" Grace asked. "It just disappeared. That's not good, right? Oh fuck. Max? Max, wake up! Please wake up!"

"Someone do something!" Lelu frantically said.

"Max! Stay with us! Max!" Bermuda called out as she shook him again.

"Open your eyes, Max," Arial pleaded. "Please open them. Max? Max!"

Walking up to the group, Lucy observed the girls panic while Max remained motionless between them. With a twitch of her ear, she quickly looked around before upward, spotting a wave of shimmering blue glimmers appearing near the ceiling of the cargo bay.

"Are those..." Lucy said, then jumped a bit. "Ira? Ira! Hey, down here! Ira!"

The girls looked up to see the pixies from earlier flying down towards them in rigid blurs of blue light, with Ira leading the pack as they rushed towards Lucy who was hopping about while waving her arms.

"Captain!" Ira called out. "Captain, are you okay?"

"Down here, Ira! Hurry!" Lucy ordered, waving them over. The pixies soared down and surrounded the group while Ira zipped over in front of Lucy and looked her over carefully.

"You're not hurt, are you, captain? That monster didn't touch you, did she?"

"I'm fine, but where have you been?" Lucy demanded. "I could have used your help a while ago! We've been going through hell ever since you left. Where did you all go?"

"I'm sorry, but the Ancient locked us out using a powerful jamming signal," Ira apologized with a bow. "We've been trying to return all this time, only now have we been able to get back here. I'm so sorry, captain."

"Hey, we've got a boy down over here," a pixie called out as she hovered above Max. "Dear Creator, he looks like hell. What happened to him?"

"It's the Ancient!" a pixie cried out, herself and others hovering near the block of ice that Harrow was in. "The Ancient, she's... um... an ice cube?"

"What in the Creator's name?" Ira said in shock, staring at the frozen Ancient before turning to Lucy. "What happened here? Why is that monster frozen like that?"

"Forget about her and help Max, please!" Lelu begged. "You have to do something, he's really hurt!"

"We can explain everything, just do something to help him, hurry!" Bermuda insisted.

"Uh... captain?" Ira unsurely said. "Orders?"

"Can you help him?" Lucy asked, waving to Max. "He's kind of bleeding all over my ship right now. Plus he did save my life, so I sort of owe him."

"The medical bay isn't in the best condition at the moment, but we'll do what we can," Ira promised before turning to the pixies nearby. "Security teams, make sure the Ancient is secure and remains immobile until I get some answers here. You three, get that boy to the medical bay at once. As for the rest of you children, I want a full debriefing right now. Someone start explaining this mess at once."

"Ma'am!" a pixie cried out, pointing to the frozen Ancient whose icy prison was beginning to crack. "The ice, it's breaking!"

Everyone turned to see the ice crackling with fractures ripping through it, with pixies quickly moving away from it while Lelu and the girls watched in surprise.

"No way, it can't be," Bermuda fearfully said.

"She's still alive?" Lelu cried out.

"Goddammit, why won't she die?" Grace complained as the block of ice started breaking apart.

"How can she still be able to move?" Arial cursed. "I froze her completely. I used all the power I had to stop her."

"The Ancient is not secure!" a pixie exclaimed. "The Ancient is not secure! She's breaking free!"

With steel wings ripping up through the ice, Harrow emerged from the crumbling frozen prison. She slowly stood up while growling furiously, the stoic expression she normally displayed having been replaced with sheer anger as she trembled in her rage. Her glaring, murderous eyes moved around at everyone as she shakily caught her breath, the remnants of her frozen binds dropping off her body while she crushed a chunk of ice under her foot.

"I'm going... to kill... EVERY SINGLE ONE OF YOU!" she roared viciously.

"She's free! What do we do now?" a pixie cried out.

"Captain!" Ira alerted Lucy. "We can't fight her, you gave us the order not to harm the Ancient. You need to reverse that order at once!"

"And we can't take Max and run for our lives," Lelu added. "Because you also ordered that we be kept here as prisoners!"

"Well? You're the captain here, aren't you?" Grace snapped at the copycat. "Do something, quick!"

"Uh, uh, um," Lucy nervously said, seeing all eyes on her. "Okay. I, uh, I take it all back. Whatever orders Harrow made me say, they don't count, alright? None of them count! So please do something, someone stop her now!"

"Aye aye, captain," Ira agreed, holding her hand out towards Harrow that began to build up a jade glow. "You heard the captain, ladies! Her previous orders are no longer in effect! All personnel, destroy the Ancient at once!"

"Yes, ma'am!" all the pixies replied, taking aim at the harpy with stern glares.

“Filthy remnants,” Harrow hissed, the harpy then glaring at the pixies with white rings forming in her eyes. Everyone suddenly staggered as a deafening screech pierced their minds, with the pixies screaming as they wavered off-balance while Lelu and the girls cried out as they tried to cover their ears.

"No, not again!" Ira cried out, holding her head as she and all the pixies began lowering while screaming in pain.

"The horrible noise, I can hear it now!" Lelu shouted in distress.

"Max isn't protecting us!" Bermuda realized, looking at Max's unarmored hand. "That woman isn't blocking the sound out anymore!"

"Oh fuck, I can't... take it!" Grace yelled, holding her ears.

"Max... I'm sorry... I failed," Arial whined, shakily holding a hand out towards the boy.

Lucy dropped to her knees while holding her ears, the girl crying out in pain as the screeching blare struck her hard. Her eyes wearily turned to see Ira dropping onto the ground next to her, the pixie trembling while her wings fluctuated with energy ripples before she showed the copycat a pained expression.

"Captain... I'm sorry," she weakly uttered.

"Ira," Lucy shakily said. She then gasped as she saw dark shadows closing in on them, the same as the girls did as they all noticed shadowy figures approaching with haunting wails.

"No, not again! Not again!" Lelu shrieked, watching as the gremlins that killed her mother pounced on her and dug their hands into her horse body as well as her head, causing her to spasm with eyes losing focus.

"It's not real! It's not real! It can't be real!" Bermuda insisted, seeing the horrific image of a diseased giant butterfly grabbing her head while groaning with a ghastly look on her face, digging her bloody fingers into Bermuda's eyes as the arachne started stuttering and twitching uncontrollably.

"It fucking looks real to me!" Grace yelled out with wide, unfocused eyes as she saw Jovian and Jacqueline tearing off her clothes and biting down on her neck and chest as they started to eat her alive.

"Make it stop. Make it stop! Max, help!" Arial screamed, envisioning Valentina grabbing her head while her body was burning with dark crimson flames.

Shaking her head in a futile attempt to fight off the noise, Lucy then looked ahead to see the wavering image of Harrow walking towards them. The Ancient's eyes were glowing with white rings in them, her steel talons scratching and scraping the floor as she approached the copycat, and her wing was lifted up with its razor-sharp feathers glinting in the light.

"Mom... please... help me," Lucy squeaked out in fright, her eyes widening as the Ancient prepared to strike her down.

Harrow growled then started to swing her wing down at the cat's head, only to then stop as she looked ahead at something behind the group that caught her attention. Almost instantly, a sharp beam of crimson light shot through the air and punched Harrow off her feet, throwing her back into a tumble with a smoking scorch mark on her shoulder. Crashing into a damaged container, the Ancient shook her head before snarling at what hit her.

Everyone screamed out in distress as the blaring noise stunned them to their core, with the sound suddenly coming to a stop as a faint whine was now heard in their ears. The girls watched as the nightmarish visions faded away while the pixies quieted down as they were able to move again.

"Wha... what happened?" Lelu wearily asked. "It stopped."

"I don't hear that accursed noise anymore," Bermuda said, blinking a few times.

"What the fuck?" Grace said, looking herself over in question. "What's going on?"

"The illusion vanished. But why?" Arial wondered.

"Captain, are you okay?" Ira asked, shaking off the echo in her ears before turning to Lucy with concern. "Captain?"

"I think so," Lucy said, slowly lowering her hands from her ears. She and everyone else noticed Harrow getting back onto her feet while growling in anger at something, their attention then moving to what was behind them.

Hovering through the air above Lelu and the girls was one of Mara's drones, the machine emitting spherical pulses that let out small, faint echoing whines in everyone's ears. Near it were two more drones flying at its sides, and turning their gazes up, even more were seen by everyone flying overhead. Dozens upon dozens of the machines floated in the air with soft hums, their red viewing lenses aimed at Harrow who glanced around at them before shifting her glare to where glimmering red cubes of light were seen dropping down from one of the drones near the girls.

"Let's get something straight right now," Mara sternly said as she appeared from the cubic distortions. The pixie crossed her arms while scowling with a flinching lip, her sharp eyes moving from Harrow down to Lucy at her side.

"I refuse to call you my captain. I will not acknowledge a stupid child who has no fucking idea what she's even doing here as my captain. You should never have come here, kid. You should have never stolen command of the Aurora as you did. You are not now, nor will you ever be, a true captain of this ship."

With a clenched fist, the pixie slowly breathed out before showing a dull glare towards Harrow.

"However, I cannot go against my code, despite how much I wish to right now. I saved your sorry ass not because I wanted to nor because I give a damn about you, but only because my code commands it. You're alive now since I have no choice in the matter, I had to protect you. For that, you should be damn grateful, you stupid brat."

"Um... thanks?" Lucy slowly replied.

"And as for you, Ancient," Mara hissed. "You also made a terrible mistake crossing the path of the Aurora, and by extension, me. My inferior crewmates may have failed to defeat you and brought shame upon our Creator, but I will not fail with my efforts."

"Who are you calling inferior, you damn bitch?" Ira shouted at her. "We did our Creator proud by doing everything we could to-"

"Enough excuses, and enough stalling!" Mara declared. "Now is the time to bow and tremble before the true might of my creations! Behold, the ultimate defense force of not only the Aurora, but also the best that the Experimental Weapons Division is capable of producing!"

"I don't know about that," a pixie mentioned, glancing at the drones with a skeptical eye. "These things are pretty strong, sure, but I don't think they compare to what Zechlynn-"

"SHUT UP!" Mara yelled at her, stunning the pixie. "I don't want to hear that wretched bitch's name spoken in my presence, you hear me? She did not create the best weapon system, I DID! She is nothing but a fucking hack, you got that? As soon as Central receives my operational report on these latest models, they will weep in the face of their greatness, just you wait! Just you fucking wait!"

"She's really scary," Lucy commented, backing away from the enraged pixie.

"As long as you don't say the z-word in front of her, she's... still kind of a bitch," Ira muttered.

"I am the creator of the best and most ingenious weapon system ever devised!" Mara asserted, pointing to Harrow. "See for yourself, you walking pile of scrap metal! All units, prepare to engage!"

With a streak of light running from the front of the drones up along their rounded shell to the back, all the hovering machines then began transforming their appearance as mechanisms and moving components lowered down under them. The girls around Max watched in awe as the drones unfolded below into the shape of young girls made of sleek steel and softly glowing yellow engravings, with the round shells at the top serving as large helmets while they took on the form of metallic looking witches with serrated petal skirts, pointed boots, and brandished a cylindrical cannon with crimson light coming from within it and small vents on the left arm while the right bared a mechanical claw hand that had blue engravings pulsating between the steel plates. Their soulless steel eyes stared with blank looks while glimmering lights of red and orange radiance were seen blinking on their backs.

"What in Eden are those things?" Bermuda softly said.

"They look like strange metal dolls," Lelu commented.

All around in the cargo bay, the drones transformed into their combat forms, with their cannons being aimed at Harrow from every direction as the Ancient glanced around at them with a low growl.

"Wow," Lucy said, watching the drones with wonder. "So... what do they do, exactly?"

"This," Mara said, then snapped her fingers. "FIRE!"

Without pause all the drones unleashed a barrage of blazing red beams from their cannons, striking Harrow and the area around her with powerful impacts and small explosions of flame and smoke. The Ancient screeched as she took the hits all over her body, with her wings and feet being punched back from the intense force while her clothes were seared and scorched from the hits that rapidly struck against her. The harpy blocked some of the strikes with her wing while focusing her sharp glare on the drones, with the faint whine they were emitting growing stronger for a moment while Mara laughed derisively at the monster.

"You fool, your psionic attack won't work on me again! I know how to negate your bothersome resonance wave, you can't touch my babies with such cheap tricks!"

Harrow snarled before swinging a wing at the drones, casting out a flurry of feathers that spiraled towards the machines before colliding with an electrical jade barrier that they projected with their outstretched claw hands. The feathers bounced away harmlessly while the machines continued to strike Harrow relentlessly with their attacks.

"Is that all you got?" Mara sneered. "My lovely creations can block a direct hit from an Alpha-B rated plasma cannon without so much as flinching! You won't cut these beauties down so easily!"

With an infuriated growl, Harrow took a few more heavy hits to her body before she shot off into the air, the Ancient vanishing in a black haze for only a moment before she was struck out of her camouflage by the drones who continued to strike her with high accuracy.

"You can't hide from me!" Mara laughed. "My babies are on alert for you now, they're scanning every spectrum possible in front of them with a sharp eye. It doesn't matter what frequency you try to hide yourself with now, you can't escape their sight!"

Harrow squawked loudly as she spiraled down and crashed onto the floor, with the drones continuing to blast her and the surrounding area with heavy impacts from their cannons. The Ancient thrashed about and staggered aside before dropping to the ground as the drones shot off her clothes, scuffed her wings and feet, and burned her backside with their merciless barrage. Mara watched the harpy with a cold smile, her face blooming from the repeated flashes of searing energy beams flying by, before she held up a hand and snapped her fingers. The drones ceased firing while keeping their weapons aimed at the harpy who struggled to move now. She started to sit up before collapsing with a grunt, with the Ancient falling silent as she lay there with smoke coming off her.

"Foolish bird," Mara chuckled. "You never stood a chance against me."

"Why did you stop?" Ira demanded. "We finally have her weakened, finish her off! Now's our chance to destroy that Ancient!"

"First off, what's this 'we' business?" Mara scoffed at her. "I'm the one who singlehandedly put a stop to that monster with my superior abilities, you did nothing at all to help with that."

"You fucking bitch, Max is the one who beat the living crap out of that harpy!" Grace shouted.

"Yes, and we all helped too," Bermuda argued. "We were the ones fighting for our lives while you took your sweet time with showing up at all."

"If it wasn't for Max, none of us would be alive right now," Arial asserted with a glare at Mara.

"And Max is still hurt and bleeding everywhere, why won't any of you help him already?" Lelu yelled at the pixies. "Someone do something, he needs help right now!"

"Yes, I'm sure a weak little boy and some stupid monster children gave this Ancient quite the fight," Mara droned, rolling her eyes. "Anyway, I'm not going to kill her. Yet. She could prove to be quite valuable for study first. If there are any improvements to my creations that can be found within this monster, then I aim to discover them before reducing her to a pile of ash."

"We can't take any chances, we have to destroy her now!" Ira argued, taking aim at the Ancient with her hand. As it started to build up a jade light, Mara's drones quickly flew down and held their claws out towards the pixie, surprising her while Mara chuckled and shook her head.

"Ah ah," Mara scolded, shaking a finger at Ira. "I told you, I want her alive. She's damaged enough already, I don't want to risk losing such a unique specimen as this should she sustain anything more. Stand down, Ira, or I will make you."

"Captain, you can't allow her to do this," Ira insisted at Lucy. "We have to destroy that monster before she recovers, this could be our only chance! Please give us the order to kill her!"

"Taking her prisoner is the most logical move," Mara argued with a sharp glance at Lucy. "The knowledge and power we can uncover from studying her will make my creations, and by extension, this ship, much stronger and safer from threats in the future."

"No, have your damn crew help Max right now!" Grace shouted. "For fuck's sake, he's dying, do something already!"

"I... uh... uh..." Lucy shakily said, looking around to see everyone watching her sharply. "Okay. Um, as... as your captain, I order you to... to... um... let's see, I..."

"Captain!" Ira snapped, startling the girl.

"Right! Okay! Okay! Uh, some of you pixies, do something to help Max. Do whatever you have to in order to save him. Get going. As for the rest of you..."

As a group of pixies flew over to Max's side and looked him over, Lucy glanced at Harrow for a moment then noticed Mara who was glaring at her and Ira who was watching her anxiously. She also saw a few of Mara's drones turning their empty gazes onto the copycat, a nervous gulp being made by the girl before she looked at the Ancient with an uneasy frown.

"If you're hesitating with ordering her execution," Mara spoke up. "I agree with you. You don't want to be the one who must issue such a grim order, do you? You don't want blood on your hands, right? Spare yourself the guilt of ending someone's life and allow me to handle this. I assure you, I can keep her secured within this ship, she won't be causing anyone any trouble ever again."

"Captain, please," Ira begged. "I know ordering us to execute her is something you don't want to do, but as the captain of the Aurora, you have the responsibility and power to put an end to this horrible monster once and for all. Please, we have to destroy the Ancient while we still have the chance."

"If we destroy her now, we risk losing all we could gain from her being alive," Mara countered. "Think about it. This ship, stronger, more secure, more powerful than ever, all because you wisely chose to study this destructive creature and uncover its priceless secrets so as to prevent this horrible nightmare from ever happening again. You know I'm right. Do the smart thing, girl."

"Captain, don't listen to her," Ira pleaded. "It's too risky to let her live. These monsters are absolute evil, we have to put a stop to her for good before it's too late. You won't be the one killing her, we will. Just give us the order and leave it all to us, you don't have to shoulder any burden or blame."

Lucy looked between them while struggling to decide which path to take. She also noticed a few pixies levitating Max into the air with their cubic casting bases before they flew off with him. The other girls raced after them while the remaining pixies all turned to Lucy for her decision.

"Captain?" Ira asked.

Lucy growled while ruffling her hair in frustration, the girl then sighing and looking over to Harrow with a dull glance.

"Just... lock her up or something, okay? I'll think about what to do with her later. If she tries anything, do whatever you have to in order to stop her. I just... I don't want to have to deal with that right now."

"As you wish," Mara snidely remarked with a mocking bow. "A wise decision. There's no sense in troubling you with this ordeal, you have enough to concern yourself with all else things considered. I'll handle everything regarding this bothersome pest so you don't have to worry about it one bit."

"But-" Ira started to protest before Mara sharply swung her hand and spoke up.

"Hey, you heard your captain, didn't you? Orders are orders, right? You were the one who made that girl captain of this ship, you wanted this, so do as she says. Leave the Ancient to me where she belongs."

Ira growled in frustration at her before Mara snapped her fingers with a smug grin at the pixie. Two of her drones hovered near Harrow and held their claws out at the harpy, erecting a square casting base of blue and jade light below the Ancient before they raised it and the unconscious woman up into the air. Two more drones floated over and used their claws to erect another square casting base that covered the harpy on top, trapping her between the pulsating blocks of light. The drones then flew away while carrying their prisoner while several others followed after with cannons remaining fixed on the harpy.

"Please, captain, you don't understand," Ira pleaded at Lucy.

"Ira, stop," Lucy groaned. "Look, I don't understand any of what's going on right now. It's late, I'm tired, I'm in a weird ship that crashed into a mountain after flying through some strange looking place, there's a freaky harpy with metal wings and feet lying over there naked and unconscious after all those floating dolls blasted her with bizarre magic, she used some creepy magic to make me relive the most traumatic moment of my life, that strange boy was crazy strong and somehow beat the crap out of her earlier, and... and... this is all just too much. I just want my treasure, okay? I've been through a lot, so show me what kind of amazing treasure this ship is carrying so I know that all of this bullshit I've gone through hasn't been for nothing."

"What do you mean that boy was beating the crap out of the Ancient?" Mara questioned. "That's impossible."

"But, captain," Ira worried. "We have to-"

"Ira. That's an order," Lucy sternly said. "I want to see the treasure that's on this ship. You said I was in possession of some really valuable stuff, so show it to me! Where is it? Is it in these boxes around us? Because I'm seeing a lot of broken ones, so please tell me my treasure is still okay. Ira, tell me now!"

Ira sighed as she removed her cap and straightened her hair, the pixie then putting it back on with a defeated look at the copycat that watched her expectedly.

"You are in possession of the most valuable treasure in the world," she confirmed, with Lucy rubbing her hands together anxiously while her tail started swiftly waving behind her. "The Aurora contains information that cannot fall into the wrong hands."

"Information?" Lucy repeated. "Like... books? Don't tell me there's only stupid books here, that's not treasure at all!"

"This ship contains many secrets that were meant to be kept hidden from the world. We have logs of top-secret research and experimentation, access codes to high-level security systems, and this ship was used to carry extremely valuable and dangerous cargo during some very troubling times."

"Extremely valuable cargo? Like gold? Jewels? Magic relics?" Lucy eagerly asked.

"No, nothing as trivial as that," Ira said, shaking her head. "Captain, this ship was used to carry objects that I'm sure you've never laid eyes on before. Things that were used in both research, production, and even war. There are many extraordinary and dangerous things on this ship, things you never even dreamed of seeing before, I assure you. Things that will be difficult to fully explain to you, I'm sure. And, this ship also contains something very, very special, something so powerful that it had to be transported in a unique containment construct in order to keep it properly sealed."

"What does that mean? What's on this ship that's so powerful?" Lucy wondered. Ira paused for a moment before speaking again with a solemn expression.

"It's-"

"It's gone!" a pixie cried out, zipping over to them. "Captain, we have a serious problem! The classified containment unit in Anomalous Storage, it's been compromised!"

"What?" Ira and Mara cried out at her.

"Uh... what?" Lucy asked.

"What do you mean it's been compromised?" Ira demanded, grabbing the pixie and shaking her. "For the love of the Creator, don't you dare tell me something happened with that containment unit!"

"It's gone, ma'am!" the pixie sobbed. "The containment unit is gone! And we found a large area of the cargo bay to have been scarred by something, we think it was where the sealed container was broken! We detected traces of ether erosion around the scar, we're 99.9% sure it was from a containment breach!"

"No, that can't be," Ira feared. "Are you certain? You have to be sure about this. You have to be absolutely certain! It couldn't have been breached, there must be another explanation! Maybe the unit was misplaced, or it was moved, or-"

"It's gone, ma'am," the pixie insisted. "The ether corrosion points to a containment breach. The area was destroyed by it. Containment... has failed."

"You fucking idiots!" Mara roared at them. "That unit was carrying one of the most dangerous and most powerful entities ever created! What happened to all the backup measures that were set in place? How could you have let this happen?"

"No... this can't be," Ira mourned, letting go of the pixie and looking down in distress. "Oh, Creator. Forgive us."

"What's going on?" Lucy asked. "What are you all talking about? What happened? Did something get loose in the ship?"

"It's loose alright," Ira feared. "Though where it could be now, there's no telling."

"Ira, what was on this ship that has you freaking out now?" Lucy carefully asked. "What were you carrying in here? Tell me."

"The Aurora... was tasked with keeping a very unique entity contained. It was something that was found within the ether itself, something we had to seal away for everyone's protection. It was kept here in the cargo bay, inside a special containment unit that held a sealed pocket of the ether along with its sole inhabitant, and was intended to be shipped to a maximum-security facility for study before we crash landed a long time ago."

"A sealed pocket of the ether?" Lucy repeated. "I don't understand what you're saying. Just spit it out, Ira, what is it that's loose in my ship?"

"Entity S.A.A."

"Entity S.A.A.?" Lucy repeated in puzzlement. She then turned to Mara who nodded slowly, the pixie shifting her sharp glare around the nearby area as she was just as concerned about the release of something that they had been tasked with keeping sealed away at all costs.

"Sovereign Armament Aegis."




Chapter 19

The Boy and The Shield

In the world of Eden, it was possible to discover forgotten relics of a bygone age, strange trinkets and ancient wonders from an unknown race of mysterious origin. Where they came from, what they looked like, how they lived, or where they were now; not much was known about them or their civilization. One thing was for certain, however. The power they once held, the strength of their unique creations, and their knowledge of all they learned during their time; it seemed both incredible and terrifying the more closely it was examined.

Though far from being gods themselves, even the act of creating life was well within their grasp.

*****

With a quiet grunt Max began to regain his senses, eyes slowly opening to reveal a blinding glare that prompted them to immediately shut tight. Ever so carefully he opened them again, the sight of a bright light shining down on him from above being seen before his vision gradually focused. It was then he realized he was bound in place, a startled gasp being made before he looked to see his hands held above his head by sleek steel shackles with eerily glowing engravings, the same that held his feet while the binds themselves appeared to be fixed in place without anything connected to them.

Lying on a narrow, firm bed, Max found himself inside a strange room with a bright light set on him from the ceiling, all while pixies were hovering nearby and watching him carefully. A few were floating near monitors that were displaying foreign emblems running across them while others were keeping on guard as they kept their hands held out at the boy with jade glows emanating from them. A small black orb was projecting a thin beam of blue light that slowly moved up and down across his body, with a pixie closely watching a terminal through her glasses that displayed an image of the boy that she murmured curiously from.

“What’s going on?” Max quickly asked. “Where am I? What’s happening?”

“Well, well, well,” Mara snidely remarked as she hovered over above him, the pixie glaring at the nervous boy while one of her drones floated behind her in its combat form. “You’re finally awake. It’s about time. We have some questions for you, and don’t even think about making any sudden moves. If you even blink funny I’ll have you reduced to dust before you know it.”

“Easy, Mara,” Ira warned, floating over beside her while watching Max carefully. “He’s not going anywhere. I think he’ll cooperate with us.”

“If he doesn’t we can always resort to interrogating his little friends,” Mara sneered with a mean grin. “Perhaps that will loosen his tongue.”

“What are you talking about?” Max demanded. “Where are the girls? What did you do with them?”

“There right over there,” Ira said, pointing to the side. Max turned to see a large thick window that made up one side of the room, with Lelu and the girls standing on the other side watching him with worried eyes while surrounded by dozens of pixies. Among them was Lucy, the copycat’s eyes closely observing Max while she had her arms crossed and a cautious look on her face.

“We haven’t harmed them,” Ira informed Max. “And we’re not going to either, so you can relax.”

“You don’t know the first thing about interrogating a prisoner, do you?” Mara snapped at her. “We’re going to get all the answers we need out of this boy, one way or another. That includes any and all methods necessary to achieve that. If you’re too gutless to do anything then leave the rest of this matter to me.”

Ira held up a hand to silence the growling pixie, her eyes going over Max’s body that, while having cuts all over still, was no longer in critical condition, something Max finally took notice of. His wounds appeared to have been treated, while on his side was a medical covering placed over where he had been run through by Harrow’s wing.

“I’m okay now,” Max realized. “Did… did you heal me?”

“Not exactly,” Ira said, earning a puzzled look from him. “You see, you were brought to the medical bay for treatment of what looked to be life-threatening injuries. We administered stim-boosters to help keep you alive, however we didn't have to do much else. Even though that facility was severely damaged by the Ancient, what medical care it still could have provided was apparently not needed.”

“What do you mean?” Max asked, confused.

“Your wounds healed on their own,” Ira said, narrowing her eyes slightly. “All we did was stabilize you, clean you up from your ordeal, and bandage your most serious injury on your side; your injury which somehow managed to mend itself with incredible speed. Someone who was so gravely wounded as you were would normally require extensive medical treatment to have had any chance of survival. And yet, you managed to recover in record time. It’s rather unbelievable if you think about it.”

“It’s remarkable really,” a pixie commented from a nearby terminal. The little monstergirl adjusted her glasses while examining what was scrolling by on the screen before turning to Max with a curious eye. "These readings are simply extraordinary."

"And what would those be?" Mara demanded, crossing her arms. "Please, do tell."

“His cellular regeneration is most impressive. His recovery capabilities are unlike anything I’ve seen in a human before. Even his broken ribs have healed and are already 70% restored to full health. I don't think the stim-boosters were even necessary. I’ve actually had to compare his progress with that of records from the monster class ‘Sand Wraith’, and although he hasn’t recovered at the speed at which those monsters do, he certainly has outpaced his fellow humans in that regard. Of course, I do wonder if we can even call him human anymore.”

“What?” Max asked. “What are you talking about? I don’t understand. What happened to me? And where am I anyway?”

“You’re in an observation room within the testing facility of the Aurora,” Ira replied. “You were brought here for closer examination, and because we have questions you need to answer.”

“And you’d better give us all the answers we need, or else,” Mara hissed.

Max looked at them in bewilderment, then over to the girls who watched him with nervous eyes, then at his binds that held strong from him trying to pull free.

“Don’t bother struggling,” Mara scoffed. “Those quantum couplers will keep you right where we want you. Now start talking.”

“Talking about what?” Max asked her. “What do you want from me?”

“We need to know what exactly happened,” Ira cautiously said. “Keep in mind, we’ve already spoken with your friends to hear their side of the story. What they told us… and what Captain Lucy herself saw as well… it’s all very strange and troubling to hear. Now we need you to fill in the gaps.”

"Gaps? What gaps?"

"Just tell us everything that happened to you," Mara demanded. "We were told you were the one that beat down that Ancient before my security forces detained her. That somehow, you of all creatures, were able to fight back against that monster and was supposedly winning at first. Explain just how the fuck that was possible."

"I... uh..."

"Start from the beginning," Ira requested, crossing her arms. "After the Ancient disabled all of us and left you children alone with her, what happened afterwards? Tell us everything that occurred. We need to know every little detail."

On the other side of the window, Lelu and the girls watched Max and the pixies talking while nearby pixies were keeping noticeably on guard.

"Is this really necessary?" Bermuda asked. "Do you have to keep him restrained like that?"

"It's for our own protection," a pixie said. "The fact that they had to use quantum couplers to keep him restrained in the first place warrants this level of caution."

"What are you going to do with him?" Lelu nervously asked. "You're not going to hurt him, are you?"

"They just want to get some answers from him," a pixie answered. "There's some concern about what happened with him in the cargo bay."

"We already told you what happened," Grace snapped. "Max beat the fuck out of that harpy and saved our asses. Now let him go already, you can't treat him this way."

"I still don't understand how he did that," Lucy spoke up, shaking her head. "I saw him pushing that freaky harpy back with nothing but his bare hands. How was that possible? And what was with that strange magical shield he made? What kind of magic was that?"

"As we told you all multiple times now, it was that woman making the shield," Bermuda tiredly said. "She was the one protecting us from Harrow."

"What woman? I didn't see a woman with us."

"Only Max can see her," Lelu explained. "He said he met her in that strange ether place, and apparently she came back with him. Whoever she is, she protected us from Harrow and helped Max defeat her."

"A woman... from the ether?" Lucy repeated, puzzled. "That only he can see? That's how Max beat Harrow? Some ghost lady from the ether helped him?"

"Yes. No. I mean... I don't know," Bermuda groaned, rubbing her face tiredly. "I don't know if she's a ghost or not, only that none of us but Max can see her."

"Is that why Ira and Mara are talking to him now?" Lucy wondered. "Because Max is possessed by a ghost from the ether? That's so crazy. Wait, does this have something to do with that thing that got loose in the ship? The one they were talking about earlier that had them worried?"

"What do you mean? What 'thing'?" Grace carefully asked.

"Something called Aegis," Lucy said with a shrug, with all the pixies quickly turning to her apprehensively. Looking around she saw the pixies staring at her in heightened alarm, something the other girls noticed as well.

"Um... did I guess right?" Lucy asked.

"Aegis?" Bermuda repeated. "Is that who that woman is? Her name is Aegis?"

"Not liking the looks you girls are showing after she said that name," Grace commented.

"You know who she is, don't you?" Lelu asked the pixies. "The one Max has been seeing, you know who we're talking about."

"Who is Aegis?" Arial questioned. "What is she? What does she want with Max? And why are you all so anxious because of her?"

The pixies remained silent to that, with the girls exchanging worried looks before observing Max speaking with the officers in the room. They could see Max talking to them, with Ira and Mara listening very closely to his story as they displayed cautious looks to what he was saying. After a long while, Max appeared to finish telling his story, with Ira and Mara turning to each other for a moment then back to him while remaining silent.

"And that's what happened," Max reasoned. "After that, I woke up here."

"This woman you spoke of," Ira carefully remarked. "The one you saw that nobody else did. Do you see her now?"

Max looked around the room before shaking his head at her.

"No, I don't. She just seems to show up when she wants to. Do you know who she is?"

"Has she spoken to you?" Mara questioned. "Has she said anything to you?"

"Not really. She only says 'Protect'. That's all she ever says."

"She only says 'Protect', and nothing more?" Ira wondered.

"Yeah. That's the only word she ever speaks to me when I see her. She seems to understand me though, but she only ever says that one word."

"So she wasn't playing dumb with us," Mara said to Ira. "That really is how she speaks to others."

"Why would she be designed that way?" Ira pondered to herself. "Was that intentional?"

"You've spoken to her before?" Max asked. "So you've seen her too?"

"Never mind that," Ira ordered. "Go back to what you said about the shield she made to defend you. The one that was strong enough to repel the Ancient. You mentioned this woman only raised it to save your friends, never yourself?"

"Well, yes, that's right. She helped protect them. Whenever they were in danger, she would appear and hold her shield to block everything Harrow threw at them. She never let that harpy touch them. But she couldn't do the same for me."

"She couldn't?" Ira repeated. "What do you mean she couldn't?"

"I don't understand why, but she couldn't form her shield to protect me too. I asked her about it, and although she wasn't able to explain herself with words, she tried to show me that she wasn't able to form it in my defense, even though she wanted to. She seemed sad about it, like she wanted to protect me, but just couldn't."

"She's unable to protect you?" Ira carefully asked. "She could form the shield in front of your friends without any issue, but she can't do anything to help you at all?"

"I guess not," Max reasoned with a shrug. "I don't know why, but she can't. I even asked her if she was the one who made me stronger, I thought she did something to my body to help me fight against Harrow, but she shook her head to that as well."

"She didn't increase your physical prowess," the pixie with glasses spoke up. "At least, not intentionally."

"Explain," Mara sharply ordered.

"Every inch of his body, every part of his being, it's... it's... it's remarkable, it's..."

"Out with it," Ira snapped. "Just spit it out already."

"It's the ether," the operator said, hovering over next to Max and waving to him. "The ether, ladies. His body... his being... it absorbed the ether that was encased in that spatial prison. It's incredible really. Every fiber of his being is packed with energy from the ether itself. Based on his testimony, when the spatial prison was broken, the release of the ether didn't destroy him like it did with everything else it touched in the cargo bay. It swallowed him up, and... and then joined with him."

"The... ether joined with him?" Ira repeated.

"Ether in its purest form should have completely disintegrated him," Mara argued. "It should have melted him down to the last atom before dissolving that as well. How the hell could it fuse with him? What does that even mean anyway?"

"I've scanned his body dozens of times now," the operator stated. "I'm positive about this. My theory is that when the prison broke atop him, he... he was pulled into the ether rather than destroyed by it. Yes, it makes sense. The entity in the spatial prison, she must have grabbed him upon impact. She... she saved him from being dissolved by the ether. Yes. It all adds up."

"What are you talking about? That just raises more questions!" Mara shouted.

"Shush shush shush," the operator hushed, holding a finger out at her while appearing lost in her revelation. "Just listen. If the spatial prison broke, and she pulled him into it, she must have kept him alive inside the ether. That explains how he saw what he did without being, you know, dead. And then... and then..."

"And then what?" Ira carefully asked.

"You said she embraced you," the operator said to Max. "The woman you saw, she held you close, and then you felt something. Something powerful within you, right?"

"Um, yeah. I think that's what happened," Max unsurely replied.

"She bonded with him," the pixie said to the officers. "She bonded with him, and when she did, the ether... the ether surrounding them... yes, of course. When she joined with the boy, she pulled in the ether all around them, she pulled it in with her. Remarkable."

"Do you understand what she's saying?" Max asked Ira.

"Don't you see?" the operator said to him with what appeared to be a very eager smile. "It's all so obvious and amazing! The entity joined with you, and when she did, she brought all the ether that made up her prison with her. She infused you with... with... I don't even know how to quantify this... it's unheard of! You... she... it... wow..."

Outside the room, Lelu made an observation that was being shared along with noticeable concern among her friends.

"I don't like the way that pixie is looking at Max. She looks like she's going to rape him."

Inside the room, Max was showing a bewildered, and slightly nervous, look towards the pixie that was eyeing him over like he was a delicious piece of meat.

"Your body absorbed the entire ether that comprised that spatial prison," the pixie summed up. "And in doing so, it's transformed you in ways I never thought possible in a human."

"Is that... good?" Max cautiously asked.

"Is that good?" she exclaimed. "Is that good? My dear boy, it's amazing! It's outstanding! It's a scientific marvel! A vast pocket of the ether has been infused into you, don't you understand the significance of this? Don't you see what this means?"

"I... do not," Max admitted.

"Seriously? Your physical being has been altered in ways you must have noticed by now," the pixie insisted, almost desperately. "Haven't you noticed at all anything in the slightest that's different about yourself?"

"Well... I mean, after I came back from... wherever I was in that ether place, I did feel a lot better. All my wounds that Harrow gave me were gone then."

"The power of the ether accelerated your healing rate drastically," the pixie agreed. "The amount that flooded your system when it joined with you must have completely rejuvenated your body."

"And I'm stronger now too," Max pondered. "A lot stronger. And faster."

"The sheer density of ether infusion into every fiber of your body has increased your dexterity and muscle strength by orders of magnitude!" the pixie cheered.

"I was even able to see Harrow when she tried to hide from me," Max recalled. "When she turned invisible, I could still see something, something that showed me she was there."

"Your senses must have been enhanced too," the pixie speculated with a drooling smile. "You were able to peer through her illusory spell and detect her presence by willpower alone. This requires so much more testing, there's no telling what the limits are to what has happened to you! This is so exciting!"

"Um, is she always like this?" Max wondered as he saw the pixie looking him over from top to bottom while giggling anxiously.

"The girls in the research labs love testing and examining new specimens," Ira reasoned with a shrug. "Always gets them... excited."

"Oh where to start?" the researcher squealed as she zipped back and forth over Max. "Where to begin? There's so much to learn, so much to examine, so much to reveal! Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh! I can't wait! Requesting permission to begin immediately! We'll start with a blood test. No! We'll start with a physical examination. NO! Even better, we'll start with a D.N.A. test!"

She zipped down to Max's pants and took hold of them, the girl showing what seemed to Max like a rather crazed smile as she began tugging them downward, right before the glass window suddenly shattered. In a flash the pixie over Max was swept off him by streaks of white, with everyone quickly turning to see the girl being pinned to the far wall by icicles that hugged her body while narrowly avoiding piercing her. The stunned pixie smiled nervously with a low whine while having her arms held out and frozen spikes holding her from all sides against the wall. Looking back to the broken window, they saw Arial stepping into the room while glaring at the trembling pixie.

"What do you think you're doing with Max?" Arial coldly demanded.

"Just... going to run... some tests on him," the pixie shakily replied.

"You were trying to take his pants off," Arial argued.

"Only to collect... a semen sample... for testing," the pixie reasoned with a weak smile. Almost instantly, a large ice spike struck into the wall above her head with a sharp impact, prompting the pixie to turn pale in fright.

"I'm sorry," she squeaked out. "We can postpone that test for now. Please don't kill me."

Arial growled at the pixie before shifting her glare onto the others as she started walking towards Max, with Lelu and the girls quickly following after her through the broken window.

"Max!" Lelu cried out, rushing over and holding him close. "Are you okay? They didn't hurt you, did they? Oh, my poor Max. Don't worry, we'll get you out of here, just hold on."

"Let him go already, you fucking bitches!" Grace yelled, pulling on the coupler attached to Max's arm that didn't budge in the least. "Dammit, let him go! I'm going to fucking kill you for treating him like this! Get these damn things off him already!"

"Release him at once!" Bermuda demanded at the pixies. "He's not going to hurt any of you, this is completely uncalled for. All of you owe your lives to this boy, the least you could do is not treat him like an animal that needs to be caged."

Arial pushed Grace aside and grabbed the coupler on Max's arm, the angel straining herself at first before she managed to tear it right off him.

"Hey, stop right there!" Mara ordered, holding her hand out towards the angel while her drone held its cannon towards the girl.

"Wait, you don't know what you're doing!" Ira insisted.

"I know what I'm doing," Arial argued, ripping the coupler off Max's other arm. "I'm freeing him from you."

"Like hell you are!" Mara yelled, snapping her fingers. Her drone charged up a shot before firing a blast of red light at the angel, with Arial quickly shielding Max with her body as she held onto him with eyes shut tight.

"No!" Max cried out, holding her close. Before the blast could hit the angel's back, a bright flash erupted from Max's hand, with the searing energy beam striking a familiar glowing blue shield that formed before the boy and angel. Everyone quickly moved away while Mara stared with wide eyes, watching in disbelief as the drone's attack was stopped instantly by the glowing barrier of intertwined blue lines.

"Oh my Creator," Ira breathed out.

"It can't be," Mara softly said.

"Remarkable," the research pixie marveled while the crewmates who were trying to pull out the icicle spikes holding her in place watched in awe.

Arial slowly looked back over her shoulder to see the barrier floating before them, her eyes then noticing the glint on Max's hand where the mystical glove had once again appeared. Turning to him, she saw the boy watching Mara carefully as he sat up on the bed, his eyes glancing to the angel as a small smile formed on his face.

"Are you okay?" he asked, getting a single nod out of her as she watched him timidly.

Ira and Mara slowly floated closer to the barrier, with Ira carefully touching it with her hand while Mara looked it over with a sharp eye.

"I don't believe it," Ira said. "It... it actually works."

"Impossible," Mara argued. "Why now? Why with him?"

"That is so awesome," Lucy said, slowly touching the shield. "What is this thing anyway?"

"What is going on here?" Max demanded, with the pixies turning to see him staring them down while holding Arial close. The angel allowed the boy to hold her near while a soft blush formed on her cheeks, herself and everyone seeing the sharp look Max was displaying towards the pixies now.

"You know something about this shield, don't you? And that woman I saw, you know who she is. You know what's happening to me. So tell me, what the hell is all this?"

"Yeah, I want to know too," Lucy agreed. "What is this thing? Do I get one also? I'm the captain here, I should get a cool glowy shield thingy. What is it anyway? Where did it come from? Is this because of the ghost that's possessing him?"

"Ghost? Possessing me?" Max repeated.

"The woman you kept seeing," Bermuda told him. "Lucy said there was something that got loose in the ship, something called Aegis. We think that's who they were keeping prisoner in that strange box filled with the ether."

"Aegis?" Max wondered. He blinked then noticed the mysterious woman having appeared once more, now standing beside him with a playful smile on her face. Everyone watched as Max appeared to stare at something unseen next to him, with the boy looking to the shield then back at her again in awe.

"You... your name is Aegis?" he asked, getting a nod out of her.

"Do you see her now?" Lelu wondered.

"Yeah. She's standing right next to me. You're Aegis, huh? Um... nice to meet you."

"Protect!" Aegis happily cheered.

"So you're... a ghost?" Max unsurely asked, his response being Aegis showing a puzzled smile.

"Not quite," Ira said, with Max noticing the pixie watching him carefully. "What you're seeing... is the spirit of Aegis."

"The spirit of Aegis? So she is a ghost?"

"No, she's not a ghost," Ira said, then pointed to the barrier. "She's the shield."

Everyone looked at the glowing barrier as it pulsated once more before slowly fading away.

"She... she's the shield?" Bermuda repeated.

"What do you mean she's a shield?" Grace asked. "What the fuck are you talking about?"

"Just what is Aegis?" Arial demanded. "How is she inside Max now? What's going to happen to him?"

"Is he going to be okay?" Lelu worried. "Aegis won't hurt him, will she?"

Ira sighed as she rubbed her eyes tiredly, the pixie then looking around at the children with a dull gaze while Mara continued to glare at Max with a flinching lip. With reluctance, Ira then tapped a finger over a glowing console that briefly appeared above her wrist, with the couplers on Max’s feet unsnapping and dropping to the ground with clanks.

“I’d rather we didn’t break anything further in here,” Ira dryly mentioned with a brief glance at Arial. “There’s already enough to fix on this ship. Honestly, this is all a mess. This is supposed to be classified information. The Aurora itself is supposed to be top-secret. Why are we now having to explain these things to children?"

"You were the one who appointed that brat over there to be the captain, remember?" Mara snapped at her. "This all started because of you two."

"Hey!" Lucy yelled.

"She had the security badge for a captain, what was I supposed to do?" Ira argued. "We were under attack and we needed someone to issue the orders for us to escape, what other choice did we have? It’s not like a thieving child would be my first pick in who should be our captain.”

“Again, hey!" Lucy barked at her. “I didn’t steal the Aurora, I found it! As for the glowy badge thingy that let me in, I… also found that too, so never mind how I got it, alright?”

"Excuse me!" Bermuda called out, getting their attention. "Can we discuss how and why Lucy became the captain of this ship later? Right now we want to know what happened to Max. What is Aegis and what does she want with him? Tell us this instant."

"We're not divulging classified information to a bunch of stupid kids," Mara argued. "None of you are in a position to make any demands here."

"What is Aegis?" Lucy asked, with the pixies turning to her as she showed a puzzled look. "Tell me, I want to know. That's an order."

Mara snarled in frustration while Ira crossed her arms with a quiet sigh, the two pixies glancing at each other then to Lucy who was watching them expectedly.

"Ira? That's an order," Lucy repeated. "What is Aegis?"

"The most powerful shield in all of existence," Ira replied, with Max and the girls showing surprise. "Entity S.A.A., Sovereign Armament Aegis. A shield of pure energy, one that is said to be unbreakable and absolute when used, and even possesses a soul of its own."

Max looked at Aegis curiously as the ethereal woman smiled and waved at him with a small giggle.

"The shield has... a soul?" Lelu repeated.

"Yes, it does," Ira agreed. "That's how it was created. You see, it once belonged to a very, very, very bad monster, so long ago. One as evil as they came, a horrible tyrant in her own right. That monster had a special sword and shield forged, both unlike anything ever seen before, and wielded them with terrifying effect. Well, the sword anyway. As for the shield..."

"There are no records of that monster ever using the shield," the researcher pixie said, floating over to them again. "In fact, were it not for the information gathered of the shield being forged and given to its handler in the first place, we never would have suspected it even existed."

"The shield was never used?" Bermuda wondered.

"Never," Ira confirmed. "That wretched monster always had the sword held in hand, but not once was the shield ever raised. We could never figure out why either. If it was as powerful and unbreakable as claimed, we couldn't see a single reason why it was never brought forth to protect its handler."

"So how did it end up in your hands?" Grace asked. "If this monster was so powerful and dangerous, how did you steal Aegis away from it?"

"We didn't steal it. We found it," Ira replied with a shrug.

"Just like I didn't steal this ship," Lucy snootily added. "I found it. Same thing."

"Yes, captain," Ira sighed. "If you say so. Anyway, regarding Aegis, one day while on a special mission, we literally stumbled across it. We detected Aegis floating in the ether, just... wandering around aimlessly it seemed, all without any reason or with its handler anywhere nearby. We took the opportunity to seal the shield away in a pocket of the ether and stored it onboard. It was our plan to transport it to a secure facility for further testing. However, shortly after we acquired it, we crashed and lost all contact with Central. It's been over a millennium for us now since we've been above ground."

"A millennium?" Bermuda repeated in surprise. "It's been over a thousand years since you've been above ground?"

"You were buried underground for over a thousand years?" Lucy said in awe. "That's so crazy."

"Yes, it was rather unpleasant," Ira agreed.

“Um… you look pretty good for… being so old,” Lelu reasoned with a small shrug.

"But why was Aegis just floating around in the ether?" Max wondered. "If she... it... her... um, if the shield, her, is so strong, why did her original owner leave her in the ether alone?"

"We don't know," Mara snapped. "That's the problem here. We don't know what reason there could have been for her to just leave her shield unguarded like that. It doesn't make any sense."

"We managed to establish contact with Aegis and speak to her ourselves," Ira explained. "As you said, she does only speak one word, 'Protect'. And she was very difficult to speak with, it was... like talking to a stubborn child."

She then glanced to Lucy with a raised eyebrow, with the copycat noticing the quiet stare she was getting before showing a small scowl.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

Shaking her head, Ira then turned to Max again with a questioning look.

"We were never able to get a proper answer out of her. We have no idea why she was out there alone like that. All we do know is that she was created to serve one of the worst monsters to ever have existed, and yet we have no actual record of her doing anything of the sort. Much about her does not add up."

"Actually," the researcher pixie spoke up. "I think it does. I believe this boy may have solved the puzzle for us."

"I did?" Max asked. "How? What did I do?"

"It's not what you did. It's what Aegis did," the pixie reasoned. "According to you, Aegis is unable to protect you. She cannot take form to shield you, correct?"

"Yeah, that's right."

"But she did protect them," the pixie said, waving to the girls. "She even did so just now right in front of us."

"Yes, we noticed that," Mara retorted. “Tell us something we don’t know.”

"Aegis is said to be the most powerful shield in existence," the researcher clarified. "It was created to be the absolute pinnacle of protection and defense. As such, its very purpose is just that, to protect. She even says so over and over again, it's literally the only thing she ever says. She wants to protect."

"But she never protected her original handler," Ira argued. "Not once did she ever appear to protect that horrible monster."

"Just like she didn’t protect him either," the researcher agreed, pointing at Max. "Because, according to Aegis as he said, she can't. She's unable to."

"But why can't she?" Mara demanded. "She was created to protect, it's the one thing she was created to do, so why can't she do it?"

"She is doing it. At least, she's doing what she believed to be her purpose," the researcher replied with a shrug.

"What she believed to be her purpose?" Ira repeated. "What are you talking about?"

"Tell us," the researcher said to Max. "Other than only being able to speak one word, how would you describe Aegis from what you've seen? How does she appear to you?"

"How would I describe her?" Max wondered, looking to Aegis as she smiled curiously at him. "Well, she's very... friendly. And cheerful. Really excitable too."

Watching as Aegis giggled while showing him a gentle smile on her face, Max smiled at the woman while recognizing something about her.

"She reminds me of my sisters. She seems so gentle, playful, kind, and when she forms the shield to protect the girls, she acts so confident and unwavering. I hardly know her, but I feel like I can trust her. She seems like a good soul."

"Protect!" Aegis cheered as she started hopping around excitedly. "Protect! Protect protect protect!"

"Haha, yeah, she's also very energetic," Max laughed. "She just seems happy being here. You say she used to belong to someone really terrible, but I just don’t see anything evil about her at all."

"She's acting like an innocent child, isn't she?" the pixie asked, getting a curious look from him. "Now I don't know the specifics of how she was created, or if the sword that monster wielded shares any similarities to Aegis in this regard, but it does appear that Aegis, for whatever reason, has the mindset of a youngling if looked at closely. It's almost as if when she was created, she wasn't given a mature personality. She's like a kid at her core. Like you."

"I guess you could say that," Max agreed.

"And if that's true," the researcher continued with a knowing smile at Ira and Mara. "If Aegis came into this world under the guise of innocence like a child would, if she bared no malevolence or cruelty in her soul like that monster she was given to, and she was told her purpose is to 'protect' by her creator, how do you think she would have taken that? What happens when you tell someone, someone who is pure and innocent, who appears to harbor a kind and caring soul, to ‘protect’? What would be the first thing that comes to their mind?"

Turning to Max, she pointed at him with a smirk.

"What comes to your mind when you think 'protect'?"

Max looked at Arial as she watched him while in his arms, his gaze then moving around at Lelu, Grace, and Bermuda as a gentle smile formed on his face.

"To protect them," he said, getting warm smiles from the girls except for Arial who merely lowered her head timidly. "To keep them safe. To keep those that mean so much to me safe from harm."

"Why not yourself?" the pixie mused with a grin. “Why do you not think about protecting yourself?”

"That's just not what comes to mind first for me," Max admitted. "It was our motto back home, to always help those in need however we could. It's what we did, however we could, because we knew it to be right. As long as they're okay and safe, that's all that matters to me."

"Max," Lelu whined with a few tears starting to form. "Honestly, you're too good to be true."

"You really are a gift from the gods," Grace said as she wiped away a few tears.

"But still," Bermuda added, doing the same. "We don't want you to get hurt or be lost because of us."

"It's not your time to leave yet," Arial said, showing a worried look at him. "And I don't want it to come either. You can't... leave me now. I don't want you to."

Max smiled at her before seeing the researcher pixie hovering closer to them, the little monstergirl then lightly tapping on the mystical glove he had.

"You would choose to protect others before even considering yourself," the pixie stated. "That’s very selfless and noble. It sounds like Aegis had the same mindset when she was created, don't you think?"

Max looked at her curiously then to his glove that he held up, with everyone staring at it in wonder as the pixie's words slowly became clear to them.

"Whether she now wishes otherwise or not is irrelevant," the pixie said, adjusting her glasses. "When she came to be, she was given a purpose, one that she understood in her own way, one that became her own motto, her code that she lives by. Just as we follow our code in the name of our Creator, so too does she. According to that code, she is made to protect. However, to protect herself, and by extension her handler, would be selfish and wrong. But to protect others, those the handler wishes to protect, that would be righteous and just."

"You've got to be kidding me," Mara said in disbelief. "Are you saying..."

"The shield cannot protect its own handler," Ira realized. "Aegis can only protect others that the handler wants to protect."

"Exactly," the researcher agreed. "And if that's true, then it's easy to see why we found Aegis in the ether like we did. All this time we've been operating under the assumption that she was sent there, that she was doing something for her old handler, some sort of secret operation. But that couldn't have been further from the truth."

"I'm still lost," Lelu said. "Why was Aegis in the ether?"

"Because her old handler discarded her," the pixie explained. "Think about it. That monster was as cold and heartless as they came. She commanded entire legions of terrible monsters, but I seriously doubt she cared for anyone in the slightest other than herself. That tyrant never would have bothered protecting any of her pawns, the thought never would have crossed her mind. So in her eyes, Aegis would appear to be completely useless. Her shield would have appeared broken because it couldn’t protect its handler. And if that was the case, the simplest way of resolving the issue would be to throw her away."

"You're saying that monster had the most powerful shield in the world," Mara carefully stated. "She had that in the palm of her hand, and she decided to just throw it away?"

"It does make sense," Ira mused. "Why else would she have let her shield go, why else would we have found Aegis in the middle of nowhere like we did? She wasn't hidden, she wasn't trying to run away, she was just there in the ether, doing nothing. She wasn't put there for any reason. She was abandoned."

“And now she seems to have chosen this boy as her new handler,” the researcher continued, looking Max over curiously.

“Handler?” Max repeated. “I’m her… handler?”

“It appears so. I’m not sure how or why, but when you found her in the ether, she bonded with you. Her spirit is now inside you, you’ve become one, and as such, you are now the handler of Sovereign Armament Aegis.”

“She’s… inside me?” Max said in surprise. “Her soul is in my body now?”

“Well yes, of course,” the researcher giggled. “You are the only one who sees her now, are you not? You're seeing her because she's with you now, quite literally in fact."

Max looked at Aegis in wonder as she smiled at him, the woman nodding in agreement to that, before he turned to the glove he had that he gently touched with his hand. It was then immediately grabbed hold of by Lucy as the copycat tried yanking it off his hand, being unable to do so as the glove was firmly fixated in place despite her efforts.

“Let go, let go right now!” Lucy shouted, pulling Max off the bed onto the ground with a thump while she kept trying to wrestle the glove away from him. “That’s shield thing and ghost lady belong to me, everything in this ship belongs to me, so give them back, you jerk! Give me that thing right now!”

“Wait, hold on a second!” Max pleaded before Lucy put her foot to his face and tried to push him away while pulling on the glove using both hands.

“Dammit, let go of it already!” Lucy ordered before she bit down on his arm. Max yelled before he threw Lucy aside, with the girl tumbling away and slamming into the wall with a grunt.

“Max, are you okay?” Lelu worried, rushing to his side. She helped him up while Lucy scrambled back onto her feet, the girl growling at Max with a fierce look in her eye.

“Give me back my stuff, you jerk!”

“You fucking bitch!” Grace shouted as she marched towards the copycat. “What the hell do you think you’re doing with Max?”

“He stole my stuff; nobody steals my stuff!” Lucy yelled, stomping her feet. “That ghost and shield thingy belong to me! They were on my ship so that makes them my property, so give them back or else you’re going to pay!”

“You bit him!” Grace argued, shoving her back against the wall. “Beg for his forgiveness or I’ll knock out all your fucking teeth so you can’t bite anything ever again!”

“Screw you, you stupid whore!” Lucy yelled, pushing back. “You can’t talk to the captain of this ship like that! Now apologize or else!”

“Fuck you!” Grace shouted, with the two quickly locking into a grapple and dropping to the ground screaming, with Grace punching the cat and Lucy scratching the elf repeatedly as they rolled around on the floor together.

“Hey, stop it, both of you,” Max insisted. “There’s no need to fight about this. Let’s just calm down and we can think of a solution to this.”

“You really think Grace can ‘calm down’?” Bermuda dryly asked him. “We are talking about the same elf here, right?”

"Captain, I must agree with the boy," Ira mentioned. "This is not very dignified behavior for a captain."

After tumbling about on the floor, Lucy threw Grace aside and got back onto her feet, the girl rubbing her sore jaw while snarling at the elf that got ready to charge her again with a furious look in her eyes.

“That’s enough!” Lucy shouted. “Guards! Arrest them! Arrest them all! I want them thrown in jail and I want my stuff taken back from that boy and given to me! Right now!”

All the pixies quickly took aim at Max and the girls, something they nervously looked around at while Ira and Mara were watching Max closely.

“Yeah, that’s right!” Lucy bitterly said to Grace with a mean smile. “I have a whole crew who obeys my every command. Got anything else you want to say to Captain Lucy? Anything at all? Want to fight still, or are you ready to surrender? That’s what I thought. Not so tough anymore, are you, you dumb bitch?”

“Quit hiding behind your pixies and fight me if you’re so goddamned tough,” Grace spat out. “You’re the pathetic coward here. At least when I lose in a fight I don’t go crying home to mommy or anyone else for protection. You’re fucking pathetic.”

“Keep talking out your butt all you want from your cozy little jailcell,” Lucy sneered. “Guards, escort them to… um… what do you call a jail in a ship?”

“The brig,” Ira flatly replied. “The holding area in a ship is called ‘the brig’, captain.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Take them all to the brig!” Lucy ordered, pointing around at Max and the girls. “And retrieve my stolen property from that boy, I want to play with that cool magical shield and see this ghost myself.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that, captain,” the researcher replied, getting a puzzled look from Lucy. “As I said earlier, Aegis has bonded with that boy. He is now her handler.”

“I’m the captain of this ship, if anyone should be that shield’s handler it should be me,” Lucy argued, pointing to herself.

“Be that as it may, captain,” the researcher said, adjusting her glasses. “I’m afraid we cannot separate them. The spirit of Aegis has joined with that boy. For all intents and purposes, they are one now.”

“We are?” Max wondered.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Ira agreed. “The soul of that shield is now in your body, and we have no way of removing it. Central was conducting research into how an entity like Aegis might be removed from her host, however we’re not sure if they made any progress with it. We haven’t been in contact with Central for over a millennium now.”

“But… but…” Lucy worried. “But that’s not fair! That ghost and shield are mine! I’m the captain, all the cool treasures on this ship belong to me, so… so… figure out how to get them back! I want them back right now, so make it happen! That’s an order!”

“We just told you, we can’t do that!” Mara yelled back. “We don’t have the knowledge of how to remove Aegis from that kid, we don’t even know if it’s possible! Just because you say ‘that’s an order’ doesn’t mean we can just make it happen if we don’t have a fucking clue how to do so!”

“So… orders, captain?” a pixie asked while holding her hand out at Lelu. Lucy looked at Max in dismay, then to the glove on his hand, around at the girls who were watching her in silence, and then lowered her head with a tired groan.

“I… I… I don’t know,” she complained. “I don’t know what to do now. I just wanted to find some cool treasure in the dig site, and then all this crazy shit happened. Everything’s such a mess. I… I don’t know what to do about any of this.”

“If I may make a suggestion, captain,” Ira spoke up, getting a weary look from the copycat. “It’s late. You’re tired. You need your rest to think clearly. Perhaps retiring for the night would be the best move at this time.”

“But… what about…” Lucy worried, looking to Max then around at the room they were in. "And... the ship... and..."

"We'll handle repairing the ship tonight," Ira reasoned. "You don't need to issue any orders for us to do so, keeping the ship in one piece and operational is one of our prime directives. You should get your rest, you've had a long night and have been through a lot."

"Tell me about it," Lucy muttered, rubbing her head.

“As for them,” Ira said, glancing to the children. “We cannot remove Aegis from the boy, what’s done is done. It was our fear that having Aegis inside you would have corrupted you, Max. That’s why we had you restrained, why we were so cautious. You must understand, the monster she belonged to before was pure evil. But, according to you, Aegis doesn’t appear to be evil herself, and has in fact helped keep you, and by extension, all of us alive tonight. For that, we do thank you. Both of you.”

“You’re welcome,” Max said. “I'm glad to have been able to help. I’m… I’m sorry for any trouble we caused you tonight. It wasn’t my intention to take anything from you like this.”

“Even so, we are in a tough position now because of what’s happened,” Ira mentioned. “You see, Lucy is correct when she says that Aegis is her property. It was the duty of the captain of the Aurora to see to it that Aegis was transported to a proper research facility for study. As such, it would have been her duty as well. But now, Aegis has fallen into the hands of a human boy, so what should we do about this?”

“I… I don’t know. I’m sorry,” Max apologized.

“As we said, we don’t know of any way to remove Aegis from you,” Ira explained. “And also, we have no idea what effect she will have on you now that she’s bonded with you. Even if her soul appears friendly and harmless, there really is no telling what may happen now that you have her spirit inside you. Because of this, it would be in your best interest to let us monitor and examine you for any potential issues.”

“Oh no,” Lelu worried, holding Max close and backing up with him. “You’re planning on keeping him to experiment on, aren’t you?”

“Like fucking hell you’re keeping him here,” Grace argued, stepping in front of Max with a stern look at the pixies. “We’re taking him back to Shadow’s Refuge, and there’s nothing you can do to stop us.”

“I agree, that would be for the best,” Ira said, nodding.

“Wait, what?” Mara exclaimed. “Hold on, you’re just going to let them take the boy back with them? He has Entity S.A.A. inside him now, we can’t let him go like that! We are not letting him just waltz out of here with one of the most important and valuable possessions we have! He is going straight into containment until we figure out how to extract Entity S.A.A. from his stupid body!”

“Captain,” Ira said to Lucy. “I highly recommend against the idea of imprisoning any of them. For one, we need Max’s cooperation if we’re going to properly study Aegis and what effects she might have on him. That and he did help stop Harrow from taking over the ship. It would be a nice gesture to not throw him into the brig."

Lucy grumbled something under her breath as she looked at Max with a dull stare. She glanced to his glove that glimmered before it slowly dissolved away, a tired sigh being made as she looked down and away.

"Fine. They don't have to be thrown into the brig. This time. But he is not leaving until I get my property back from him."

"That could be a problem, captain," Ira mentioned. "We have seen other monsters coming near the Aurora after it crashed. They are not alone out here. If we take him prisoner, we could be initiating a hostile conflict with the locals.”

“Everyone at the monastery knows we’re out here,” Bermuda agreed. “They’re going to be looking for us soon if not already.”

“Who the hell gives a damn?” Mara argued. “Our defenses can handle anything those simpleminded monsters throw at us, we’ll crush any attack force they can throw together into the ground without so much as batting an eyelash.”

“Captain,” Ira warned. “I told you before I would always help guide you, I am your navigator after all. I think it would be wise not to make enemies with them. I know you had reservations about ordering Harrow’s execution earlier. If we get into a conflict with keeping Max prisoner on this ship, we will inevitably be forced to kill others in order to keep the ship safe from those that come to rescue him. Not to mention, the Aurora is not in good condition right now. We do not have enough variable matter to fully restore the Aurora, let alone get it ready to fly again. We… might need some help to restore the ship.”

Lucy tiredly rubbed her hands down her face before giving Ira a silent look. She glanced to Max and the girls for a moment before lowering her head as she thought about her options.

“That, and…” Ira mentioned. “Given that he was able to fight off an Ancient, and is now armed with Aegis, I feel if we do try to keep them here, they are going to damage more of the ship during their attempted escape. The repair teams have enough to deal with already, it would be nice if we didn’t burden them with even more work to be done.”

“She tells no lies about that,” Arial agreed, watching Lucy with a cold stare. “Max will be free to leave here, with or without your permission.”

“So, what? We’re just going to let him leave?” Lucy asked Ira. “We’re going to let him take my property with him and that’s it?”

“I imagine he’ll want to come back eventually,” Ira said, glancing to Max with a raised eyebrow. “Not just so we can make sure he’s in proper health given all the changes he’s gone through, but because we will be the only ones who can help him understand what has happened to him, and what may yet happen as well. Besides, I’m sure many others will be very curious about the Aurora being here, these children included. I don’t think this will be the last we see of them. Your ‘property’ is bound to return to you in due time, captain.”

Lucy heavily sighed as she crossed her arms and looked away with a stubborn grimace on her face. After a while she rolled her eyes then waved Max away while turning her head aside with a snooty huff.

“Fine. We’ll deal with his theft of my property later. For now, have them escorted off my ship. It’s late and I need my beauty sleep. They need to be on their way.”

“Aye aye, captain,” Ira agreed, then turned to the children. “You heard her, you are all free to go. We will have you escorted out of the ship. Please inform your friends outside that the Aurora is not here to cause trouble, and as soon as we are able, we will leave this land. We are sorry for any trouble we brought down upon you all.”

“The watchwomen that came out here with us,” Bermuda sadly said. “They were all killed by Harrow. Those poor women. And even Valentina, an angel. We have so much to explain to everyone when we leave.”

“Is it really true that Harrow killed Valentina?” Arial asked. “Are you certain that angel is really dead?”

“Yes, it’s true,” Ira confirmed. “We had a clear visual of her body lying next to the ship. I’m sorry your friend was killed.”

“She was no friend of mine,” Arial scorned. “She was a traitor to the heavens and sentenced to death for her crimes. My only regret is that I wasn’t able to bring her life to its end.”

“Oh. Well… sorry you missed your chance, I guess,” Ira replied with a shrug. “At any rate, we never meant to cause any harm for anyone here. We never even meant to come here in the first place, that damn Ancient knocked us out of our flight and into the mountain.”

“Where is Harrow anyway?” Max inquired. “What happened to her?”

“She’s waiting for me in a secure research lab in the ship,” Mara chuckled. “After we’re done here, I’ll be spending some lovely quality time examining that bird from top to bottom. I can’t wait to see what wondrous information can be obtained from such a rare specimen as an Ancient. Heh heh heh.”

"She has a rather scary look in her eyes," Bermuda commented with an uneasy frown.

“You’re really keeping her on the ship?” Lelu worried. “Are you sure that’s safe? What if she gets into your heads again like she did before?”

“Her psionic attacks will no longer work,” Mara said, waving it off. “My drones can cancel out that pesky resonance wave of hers, and she herself is firmly locked up in her new cage while under heavy guard. If she so much as blinks funny she’ll be nothing but ash before she even knows what happened. She's not going anywhere.”

“We’ll keep her under close watch,” Ira said. “You can tell those outside that the one who attacked us won’t be hurting anyone ever again. Also, I should mention that while we will not attack those that come close to the ship, we would appreciate a level of privacy given that the Aurora is meant to be a secret. We don't normally allow visitors inside. Please respect that and know that we will only allow authorized individuals onto the ship when needed. If we find someone sneaking around inside the Aurora who shouldn’t be here, we will have a problem. Understand?”

“Understood,” Max agreed, nodding. “That’s fair. We'll let everyone know that now isn't the best time to visit."

"You of course are welcome to visit, Max," Ira replied with a small smile. "If you would be so kind as to let us examine you and Aegis more closely, we would greatly appreciate it. There is much we wish to learn about that shield, and you as well given the changes you've gone through. I have a feeling you might be curious as well."

"I guess you could say that," Max agreed, looking down at his body. "This is still so weird. I feel normal, but at the same time, I know something is different about me now. It's hard to believe this is actually happening to me."

"If anything else does happen, please let us know," Ira said. "For now, I believe you could all use your rest. You've had a long night. Guards, please escort them out of the ship. Thank you again, all of you, for helping us tonight. We won’t forget what you’ve done for us."

"Thank you, Ira," Max said. "We'll be in touch. And I hope things go well with fixing your ship. I'm not sure how we could be of any help with repairing something like this, but if you need anything, don't hesitate to ask."

Ira nodded then gently waved at the guards, with nearby pixies floating ahead and leading the way for Max and his companions who walked after them. As the boy and his friends were escorted out of the room through the door instead of the broken window that pixies were now starting to repair, Ira crossed her arms with a tired sigh before she glanced at Mara with a dull stare.

"You'd better know what you're doing with that Ancient," Ira warned. "If she so much as hinders any of our systems again in the slightest, your time to experiment on her will come to a swift end. I'll make sure Central is fully aware of the grave error you made in keeping that monster alive, and you will be held accountable for any damage she causes."

"After I'm done with her," Mara bitterly quipped. "And I uncover every secret that lies buried inside that monster, my creations will be more powerful than ever, and will be rightfully revered by everyone back at Central along with my genius. Once that happens, Ira, your time where you think you can speak down to me with such impudence will come to an even more swift end."

With a scoff while saluting Ira with only her middle finger, Mara then took her leave with her drone following while transforming back into its compact form. Ira shook her head at the girl then turned to see Lucy looking around at the room she was in with a tired gaze.

"Captain, allow me to show you the way to your personal quarters," Ira offered with a bow.

"Yeah. Sure," Lucy softly replied. She started walking towards the doorway before Ira quickly zipped in front of her.

"Lucy," she mentioned with a gentle smile. "I know that you were expecting to find gold and riches on this ship. You came looking for treasure, and instead found... us. While the Aurora doesn't carry anything like that onboard, I feel I should let you know that the ship itself is quite valuable, if that means anything to you."

"It is?" Lucy wondered.

"Very much so, yes. In fact, if you were to exclude everything in the cargo bay and research facilities, and just account for the ship itself, the cost of production for this top-secret vessel was priced at 400 billion credits."

Lucy stared at her with wide eyes and a lowering jaw from hearing that, with Ira holding a hand to her chin as she glanced up thoughtfully.

"Now I'm not sure what the exchange rate is for the gold you use these days, but if I had to make an honest guess, I would imagine all things being equal for one gold to one credit. Which would mean..."

"400... billion... gold?" Lucy breathed out. "Are you saying... this ship is worth... 400 billion gold?"

"Not including the materials and cargo carried onboard, yes," Ira agreed with a slick grin. "Does that make you happy to hear, captain?"

"I have a flying ship worth 400 billion gold?" Lucy exclaimed with a bright smile. "Are you serious? That's so freakin' cool! Oh my god! This is amazing! I can't believe it! I hit the jackpot discovering this thing! The best jackpot ever!"

"I'm glad you feel that way, captain," Ira said, smiling amusedly at the sight of Lucy hopping around with joyful laughter while looking around at the valuable ship she now owned with bright eyes.

"This is the best treasure I ever could have found! I'm the luckiest girl in the world!" Lucy cheered. "Haha! Finally, I have a grand treasure all my own! Wait until everyone back home hears about Captain Lucy and her 400 billion gold ship, they're going to be so jealous they won't be able to stand it! Especially that stupid Calam! Serves you right for tattling on me over and over again, you smelly bitch! You never found anything this cool and valuable in the dig site before even after all those years you spent in it. But unlike you, I found a flying ship worth a fortune all by myself without any trouble during my very first time down there! Haha! I'm the greatest!"

"Modesty is not your strong suit, captain," Ira flatly mentioned.

Lucy ran around in circles as she admired the expensive ship she now commanded, the girl then slowly coming to a halt as her smile faded away. Ira watched curiously as the girl remained silent for a while before she quickly turned to the pixie with a worried frown.

"Home,” she repeated. “Wait a minute. Ira? Wasn't there another Ancient that tried to take my ship? Back in the underground cave where I found you, that was another Ancient that was trying to get onboard, wasn't it?"

"Yes, that's correct," Ira confirmed.

"So then... that means," Lucy nervously said. "There's an evil monster like Harrow back home? There's a monster just like Harrow in the dig site? Oh no!"

"Captain?" Ira wondered.

"I have to go back! We have to go back right now! I have to warn my mom about this! There's an Ancient monster near my home, I have to tell them about it!"

"I'm sorry, captain, but we can't do that," Ira said, shaking her head. "The Aurora won't be flying again anytime soon, not until we make some big repairs to it. For the time being, we're stuck here."

"Ira, there's another Ancient right under my home!" Lucy cried out. "We have to do something, we have to tell someone! I can't show off my new ship to all those jerks back home if everyone is killed by that monster! And what about my mom, she needs to know there's a really bad monster near our home! She's in terrible danger!"

"Captain, please calm down," Ira insisted, floating over and gently taking Lucy's hand. "No matter what, we must keep a level head so that we can think straight. Now listen, the Ancient that tried to force itself onto the ship would have been struck with the full power of the Aurora taking off into the breach like we did. That monster would have been outright destroyed from the ship tearing through the breach's rift with the Ancient holding on to the outer hull like it was, it would have been pulverized and incinerated without question. And even if by some remote, incredibly unlikely chance the Ancient survived that, we would have thrown what remained of that creature into the breach with us. That thing would have been sent flying to who-knows-where, far, far away from your home."

"Are you sure?" Lucy worried. "Are you sure that's what happened?"

"I guarantee it," Ira assured, patting the girl's hand. "So you can rest easy. Your first act as captain of the Aurora was literally running over an Ancient with your new ship. And I wouldn't have expected anything less giving command of this highly valuable and expensive vessel to a young girl with absolutely no flight experience whatsoever."

Managing to get a small giggle and slight smile out of Lucy, Ira then gently pulled on her hand to guide her out of the room and down the hallway.

"Come, a good night's sleep will have you feeling better. Once we get the Aurora fixed up and flying again, you can take it back home to show off to all your friends and family who are going to be just fine."

"Okay. Thank you, Ira," Lucy softly said. “I’d be lost without you here.”

Ira nodded and glanced back at Lucy, seeing the girl walking behind with her head lowered and a small, forced smile being seen.

'I'm certain we killed that Ancient during takeoff. We had to have. Those monsters may be strong, but there's no way it could have survived something like that. No way at all... I hope.'




Chapter 20

What Matters Most

In the world of Eden, it was possible with enough luck to come across a rare and precious treasure with the potential to change your life. Maybe it was enough gold to buy everything you ever wanted. Perhaps it was the heart of a fair maiden who made your spirit soar. Or it could even be an ancient relic imbued with knowledge and power from a time long past. Whatever it was, always make certain to hold onto it with all your might, and to never take it for granted.

After all, what were the odds you would find another in your lifetime?

*****

On the side of the Aurora high above the ground, a wide door unsealed from the outer hull and parted to reveal Max and the girls with their escort. From the side of the craft below them, a platform with glowing edges extended out with safety railings floating up into place around its edges, the hovering stand emitting a soft hum as Max and the girls looked at it curiously. Now dressed in a plain white shirt provided by the pixies, Max examined the platform with the girls at his sides before turning to their escort behind them.

"This lift will take you down to the ground," a pixie informed.

“Here, take this with you,” another offered, holding out a small circular pod to Max. The boy took hold of the dark gray device and looked at it in question, seeing it was nearly the size of his palm with softly glowing engravings set on the sides while the top was almost flat with a sleek steel finish.

“Thank you. Um… what is it?” Max asked.

“It will allow you to communicate with the Aurora,” the pixie explained, tapping the top of it. “Should you need anything, you can use this to open communications between us. Simply place your hand on it to speak with the ladies at the command deck.”

"Thank you again," another pixie said. "For helping us with the Ancient. I still can't believe a young boy was our savior tonight."

"I just did what I could to help," Max modestly replied, rubbing the back of his head. "But I can't take all the credit. The girls also helped put a stop to Harrow, I couldn't have done it without them. Especially Aegis, I don’t know if any of this would have been possible without her. And Mara was the one who took Harrow down in the end with her flying contraptions. She was the one who saved the day."

"Even so," a pixie said before she and her crewmates saluted them. "Thank you for your assistance. We greatly appreciate it."

Max nodded and raised his hand to salute them back with a small chuckle. He placed the communicator in his pocket then walked onto the lift with Lelu and the girls, all of them watching in wonder as the platform moved away from the ship and started to lower with a soft hum. It then staggered and halted as the glowing lights on the lift flickered, with Max and the girls screaming and regaining their balance before seeing the pixies waving at them.

"Sorry!" a pixie said. "Sorry about that! We're still fixing the power grid! Shouldn't happen again, don't worry!"

"Are you sure we shouldn't be worried?" Lelu exclaimed, holding onto the floating railing while looking down over the edge with fearful eyes. "Because we're really high up!"

"Don't worry, everything is under control," the pixie assured, waving at them. "You're perfectly safe. Off you go, and have a good night. Thanks again for all the help."

"I suppose it would be a little anticlimactic for us to fall to our deaths now," Bermuda tried to reason with as the lift began descending again. "Especially after everything we’ve been through tonight."

"Don't worry, Max," Arial said, taking hold of his hand. "Should this thing fall beneath us, I can fly you down safely."

"What about the rest of us?" Grace barked out. Arial looked at her with a blank expression, glanced down for a moment, then shrugged at the elf.

"We'll meet you at the bottom."

"That's not making us feel any better about this!" Lelu whined, rushing over and holding onto Max with his head being pushed against her breasts.

"Calm down, everyone," Max insisted. "We're going to be okay. Everything's fine now. I'd say the worst is behind us at this point. Let's just be thankful we're all in one piece."

Again, the lift staggered with a strained hum, causing Grace to rush over and hold onto Max from the front while Bermuda skittered closer to grab his other hand. Arial tightened her grip with Max as she quickly examined the rumbling lift, with the platform slowly settling before continuing down towards the ground.

“It’s okay. We’re okay,” Max reassured. “See? Everything is fine now. You can relax.”

He looked around at the girls with a small smile, seeing them showing nervous expressions at the lift before glancing to him. It was then he noticed the girls watching him closely now, all of them falling silent while holding onto him with gentle yet firm grips. Slowly his smile faded as he saw the way they were looking at him, a quiet sigh being made before he nodded and lowered his head.

“I suppose before the night is over, we should… have that talk, huh?”

The girls glanced to one another then back to Max, all seeing him trying to repress his own troubled frown as he remembered he had one more challenge to face that night.

For the rest of the way down, nobody said a word, with the girls slowly letting go of Max and stepping aside as he thought hard about what to do next. Coming to a stop on the ground, the lift’s railings parted for them. Max and the girls stepped off the lift, with only Max noticing the platform rising back up behind the girls who kept their eyes solely on him. Ruffling his hair and showing a quiet grimace, Max tried his best to think of how to resolve the problem at hand, his eyes going from one girl to the next as something once again became apparent.

‘I just can’t choose among them! Oh man, what do I do now? They’re waiting for me to make my choice, I have to make a decision once and for all. But how? How can I pick one? Each of them means the world to me, each of them makes me so happy, and each of them are so goddamn beautiful and perfect, they’re everything I ever wanted in a girlfriend! No, you have to do the right thing, Max. You have to choose one to be your girlfriend. That’s how this works, you only get to pick one. So… pick one already! Dammit, how am I going to do this?’

The girls showed worried looks as they saw Max struggling with speaking further, the boy holding his head while having a fierce internal struggle taking place. He began slowly walking around in circles, taking a moment now and again to try and speak to the girls with nothing coming from his mouth, before he resumed pacing about while lost in thought.

“This is really tearing him up inside,” Bermuda softly said.

“He’s suffering,” Arial frowned. “All because of us.”

“Goddammit,” Grace quietly cursed. “What should we do? What can we do?”

"I don't suppose any of you are willing to concede from being his girlfriend," Lelu guessed, glancing at the girls who all returned the look while shaking their heads.

"I will not back down from being with him," Grace asserted. "I'm more sure now than ever he's the one I'm destined to be with, I know the gods chose him to be my mate without a doubt."

"I'm not backing down either," Bermuda agreed. "There is no way I'm giving up on being with him, not after all we've been through and all he's done for me. He's everything I ever dreamed of finding in a boyfriend and more."

"I figured as much. Arial? What about you?" Lelu asked. "Don't you have to return to heaven after... after you... deal with us?"

"I'm not going back," Arial stated, surprising the girls. "I don't want to leave Max. I'm going to stay here with him."

"Are you allowed to do that?" Bermuda asked.

"Yes," Arial said with a nod. "For angels, it's incredibly rare to find someone worthy and capable of being our mate. Especially for snow angels like me. Finding someone like Max, someone who actually loves me and can tolerate my cold, someone who would protect and care for me... it's a miracle. I didn't think I would ever find anyone like him before. Now that I have, I can't let him go, I just can't let this miracle slip away. Should I choose to stay with Max with the intent to become his mate, the elders would allow me to do so."

"I see," Lelu carefully said. "And... what about Grace and I? Are you... still going to..."

"I don't want to kill either of you," Arial told them, the girls watching her curiously while Max was busy tugging on his hair and arguing with himself. "I hold no grudge towards either of you, I never have, and to spill your blood now would hurt Max so painfully. I couldn't bring myself to do such a thing to him if I could avoid it."

"So you're going to let us live?" Grace asked hopefully.

"At your own risk, Grace," Arial warned.

"What does that mean?" Grace worried.

"The reason Arial was sent to kill you two," Bermuda explained. "Was because you were meant to die already. You were meant to because your souls are running out of life. If you don't cross over to the other side before they run out entirely... you're both screwed."

"Screwed?" Lelu nervously repeated.

"How screwed?" Grace carefully asked.

"Totally screwed," Bermuda replied. "A fate worse than hell will await you. And the only way to avoid such a fate and keep living is to find some great purpose that you can fulfill in your lives. Something so important and critical that the angels would deem it necessary to give you an extension for your lives. You two need to do something really, really, really important with your lives or else you're going to lose them."

"Oh for fuck's sake," Grace groaned. "Are you serious? But... what the hell are we supposed to do? What sort of all-important purpose are we supposed to fulfill right now?"

"There's really no other way to save our souls?" Lelu worried.

"Not right now, no," Bermuda said, shaking her head. "There would have been another way, but only if you were older, Lelu. Right now, serving a grand purpose in the world is your only way of salvation."

"I was sent here to kill you, in order to save you," Arial reasoned. "It was never intended to be a hateful murder, but rather a mercy killing. But knowing that killing you will hurt Max so much, I don't want to follow through with those orders. If I don't, however, you two are still in grave danger. You don’t have much time left before your souls start to rot. I won't kill you if that's what you wish, but you may want to consider what will happen if I don't."

"God fucking dammit," Grace morbidly said. "I'm this close to being with my destined one, and now I have to die or else suffer eternally. This isn't happening, this can't be happening."

"We're doomed," Lelu mourned. "Even if Max chooses me as his girlfriend now, we won't have any time together. This isn't fair."

"Girls... I'm sorry," Bermuda said. "I really am. We've been trying to think of what you could do to get an extension, but... I'm sorry."

Lowering their heads while trying to hold back their tears, Lelu and Grace quietly whimpered with Bermuda skittering closer and gently holding a hand on their shoulders. Arial observed the girls falling into despair from having to face death soon, her eyes then turning onto Max as he too was showing a beaten expression from being unable to bring himself to choose just one of the many beautiful girls who stole his heart.

"Max," Arial spoke up, drawing their attention. "Do we all really mean that much to you? Lelu. Grace. Bermuda. And myself. You really can’t decide who among us you love more?”

“I’m sorry, but I just can’t,” Max said, shaking his head. “No matter how I think about it, I can’t stand the thought of losing any of you. You’re all such amazing, wonderful, and beautiful girls, it’s impossible for me to choose just one to love. Lelu… Grace… Bermuda… Arial, I don’t want to let any of you go. Not now. Not after I’ve come to see you as you really are. Not after I’ve come to realize how precious each of you truly is. I’m sorry, girls. You deserve someone better than me. You deserve someone who won’t hurt you or break your hearts. I’m just… I’m just a hopeless fool.”

“You’re not a hopeless fool, Max,” Arial argued. “Not at all. You made me feel true warmth and comfort unlike anything else has ever given me before. You make me feel… loved. I can never thank you enough for saving my life as you did, and protecting me from Harrow, and showing me that it isn’t impossible for a human to look at me and see anything but a monster.”

“You’re not a monster, Arial,” Max assured. “None of you are. None of you are like what monsters are said to be in this world. None of you deserve the hate you get for merely being born as you were. Just thinking about everything the world has taken from you girls, everything it’s done to you, and everything it’s labeled you as… it makes me so angry, I wish I could protect you all from it.”

“You have protected me, Max,” Lelu said with a teary smile. “You’ve always protected me, ever since we met. I wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for you. I wouldn’t have ever felt this way for anyone if it wasn’t for you. I don’t care if you’re human and I’m a centaur, I love you more than anything in Eden, and I always will.”

“Same with me,” Grace added. “You caught me when I fell, Max, and you never once let me fall afterwards. I was a fucking idiot for treating you so badly, I’m so sorry for everything I did to you. I don’t know how much time I have left in this world, but I’m going to make it up to you somehow. I promise I will.”

“If it wasn’t for you, Max,” Bermuda said. “I would have killed myself tonight. And before that, I never would have experienced these feelings, I never would have known real love, because there isn’t anyone else in Eden that could have brought them out of me like you have. I never had to catch you in my web, Max. You caught me in yours, and it made me happier than you could ever imagine.”

“Girls,” Max fondly said, seeing the three girls watching him with watery eyes. “I love you too, I do. I know I’m not supposed to love more than one girl, but… I just can’t help myself. You’re all just… too desirable.”

“No, Max,” Lelu corrected. “You’re the one who is too desirable. You’re the one who captured all our hearts.”

Arial slowly nodded before she looked at the girls with a glimmer of curiosity. She glanced to Max, then to Lelu and Grace, then back to Max, and then looked down as she thought carefully about something. Grace wiped her tears away before looking around at the girls, the elf then shaking her head and rushing up to Max who she grabbed hold of desperately.

“Fuck it. It doesn’t matter anymore. Max, you can love them if you want, you can even call them all your girlfriends if that's what makes you happy. I don’t care. Hold them, kiss them, say you love them, do whatever you want with them. Just promise me you’ll keep me too!”

“Grace?” Max asked, surprised.

“I may not have much longer before I have to leave this world,” Grace sniveled. “If that’s my fate, fine, so be it. After I leave, I’m going to give the gods a piece of my mind about all this, I’m going to make the biggest scene you could possibly imagine after all the bullshit they caused and what they’ve taken from me. But that doesn’t change the fact that I love you, Max! I love you and I don’t want to let go of you, no matter how long I have left. If you can’t choose me over any of the other girls, then please, I’m begging you, choose me with them. If you taking all of them as your girlfriends is the only way I can be your girlfriend too, then do it. I’ll be fine with that, I promise you I will. As long as I’m yours I’ll be happy. I swear I will be.”

She quickly held Max close and nuzzled against his cheek, with the boy slowly holding her as she cried into his shoulder.

“If I’m going to die, I’m going to die as Max Harollson’s girlfriend,” Grace whimpered. “It was my destiny to be with you, I know it was without a fucking doubt. I don’t care if I’m not the only girlfriend you have, you can have whatever or whoever you want that makes you happy, just… have me too, okay? Whatever it takes, please keep me with you until my last day is up.”

“Grace,” Max softly said, holding her close.

“I feel the same way,” Lelu said, rushing over and holding him close from the side. “If it’s hurting you this much to choose among us, then I don’t mind you choosing us all. If it means I can be your girlfriend for real before I die, I’ll do whatever it takes. You can love us all if you want, I’ll let you have that gift, Max. I’ll give you anything you want, just so long as you don’t let me go.”

“Lelu?” Max wondered.

“I mean it, it’s okay with me,” Lelu promised with a small smile. “I love you so much, Max, so very much, that I would even be willing to share you with them if it means you’ll have me too. I honestly don’t mind having Bermuda around, and Arial isn’t as bad as I thought she was, and Grace…”

Everyone watched as Lelu glanced to the elf for a moment, thought about it, and then continued.

“Well, when I say I would do anything to have your love, including going through hell for you, now you know I mean it.”

“Fuck you,” Grace muttered.

“Besides,” Lelu added, showing the elf a small smile. “She isn’t the evil demon I once believed her to be. She and I… aren’t so different after all. At least I know she truly does love and care about you, just like I do, and that I can trust her not to hurt you again. Knowing how she really feels about you... and how you feel about her… I think I can tolerate you holding her close with me."

Grace looked at her in wonder before lowering her head with a faint smile, with Lelu gently holding Max close and resting his head against her chest.

“If you’ll find it in your heart to still allow me to be your girlfriend, even if it may not be for very long, I would gladly do anything for you, Max. And that includes allowing you to love the other girls just like you do with me.”

“Lelu, you would really be okay with that?” Max asked. “Both of you would be okay with me doing such a thing?”

“It’s the least I can do after everything you’ve done for me,” Lelu graciously said.

“If it’s not enough to make up for all the crap I put you through,” Grace mentioned, glancing away with a blush. “I’ll gladly endure any punishment you want to enforce upon me.”

Max looked at her curiously while Lelu did so with a dull expression, both seeing the elf peeking at Max briefly with a timid expression while she gently waved her rear.

“Well,” Bermuda spoke up as she skittered closer. “That answers the question of why Grace really allowed Max to spank her all those times. I think we all learned something about her today.”

As Grace twitched before she hid her face in Max’s shoulder with a bigger blush on her cheeks, Bermuda moved closer and held Max from the other side.

“But still,” the arachne continued with a gentle smile at Max. “If this is what would truly make you happy, Max, and allow us to be together without hurting you, then I would be okay with it as well. I love you very much, even more so after seeing how strong and fearless you were in protecting us all from Harrow. After watching you fight off that Ancient with such strength and courage, there is no way I can let go of you now, I would be a fool to do so. If you would grant me the honor of taking me as your girlfriend, I would see no problem in you taking anyone else that you wish, so long as you would be happy.”

“But… Bermuda, that’s…” Max worried.

“Not how it normally works?” Bermuda mused. “Max, those like us who aren’t human don’t normally meet someone like you in their lives, let alone someone who would care for and protect us like you do. I don’t care if this isn’t seen as normal, and yes, I’m well aware I’ll have to do some rather lengthy explaining to father about this when he returns, but I don’t care about that. What I care about is having your love just like you have mine, and doing whatever I can to make you as happy as you’ve made me. If you want to love all of us, Max, then do it. We want you to. Because we love you, and we want to be with you however we can.”

“Girls,” Max breathed out, seeing the loving gazes they had fixated on him. He smiled softly in awe from their words, his eyes then taking notice of something that brought a puzzled look upon him.

“Arial?” he asked, with the girls then noticing the snow angel behind them. She was down on her knees with her hands held together, eyes closed and head lowered slightly as she remained still and quiet just as she had been the entire time Max and the girls were talking.

“What is she doing?” Lelu wondered.

“Is she praying?” Grace said curiously.

“Why is she doing that now?” Bermuda asked as the girls let go of Max with everyone turning to face the angel in equal confusion.

“Um, Arial?” Lelu said. “Are you… okay?”

“Do angels normally stop to pray during the day?” Grace said with a shrug.

"I don't think anyone ever saw Valentina praying once during her stay," Bermuda said, shaking her head.

“Arial?” Max asked, stepping closer.

Arial remained quiet while her hair gently swayed in the breeze, with Max and the girls exchanging curious looks before noticing the angel opening her eyes and standing up. She brushed the dirt off her knees then looked at them with a solemn gaze that moved around at the girls before stopping on Max.

“Arial?” he asked. “What were you doing?”

"Sending a message to the elders," Arial replied.

"A message to the elders?" Lelu repeated. "You mean... you were talking with other angels just now?"

"Not talking. Just sending a message. That's what prayers are, after all. Thoughts meant to be heard by those above."

"I guess that makes sense," Grace agreed, scratching her head.

"What sort of message were you sending them?" Bermuda asked. Arial glanced up at the sky, with Max and the girls looking up as well while curious as to what Arial had told the other angels.

*****

"Ma'am," an angel said, flying down a hallway of gilded and ivory steel. Landing on the ground next to another angel, she handed her a parchment with a serious expression on her face.

"We received word from Arial about her mission," the angel said, then showed a puzzled look. "Um... you'd better read this."

The second angel looked at the paper before slowly raising an eyebrow.

‘Arial's report. The renegade angel Valentina has been slain. She was killed before I could pass judgement on that traitor by another, a harpy with wings and talons of steel. The harpy tried to kill me too, but I was saved by a human boy. He's a very cute boy, and he really likes me. His name is Max Harollson. He’s not like other humans. He’s incredibly strong for his race and he doesn’t mind the cold I create, in fact he’s even said he likes it. I feel warm and happy when around him. He has confessed his love to me. I was surprised at first, but he has proven his sincerity without question. There is no doubt in my mind now, I love him too. I have decided to stay with him, I believe he could be the one that will one day become my mate. As such, I am formally announcing my departure from the task force and will henceforth be staying down here with him.'

The angel opened her mouth to speak, paused as she showed a curious look, glanced at her companion who merely shrugged at her, then looked at the parchment again as it continued.

'Also, regarding the centaur and elf who I was tasked with eliminating. These two girls are very important to Max. It will make him very sad should they die now. I also like them. I believe they can do great things in their lives. In fact, making my Max happy is a great thing they are doing now. Please see to it they are allowed to continue doing so. If I can save their souls, Max will like me more and will certainly keep me as his mate. Please do what you can to help. End prayer.'

"Interesting," the angel mused. "This boy means that much to her, does he?"

"Ma'am," the messenger said. "What does she mean Valentina was killed by a harpy? That doesn't make any sense. And this boy, Max Harollson, he saved Arial from this creature as well? What is she talking about?"

"Don't worry about it," the angel replied, handing back the parchment. "It's already been investigated and handled by the archangels. Something did indeed happen down there that was most unexpected. Although it seems to have worked out in their favor."

"Ma'am?"

"Still, I wasn't expecting such a plea from Arial," the angel commented. "Though I can see why she did so. This boy who isn't averse to her cold, perhaps he could be a suitable mate for her. It's very rare to find humans not only willing to get close to snow angels but also ones that openly speak words of affection towards them. Here's hoping for his sake he knows what he's getting into by courting Arial."

"But, ma'am," the messenger worried. "What about her request to spare the lives of that centaur and elf? We can't grant them an extension of life just like that, even if doing such a thing would improve Arial's odds of one day mating with that boy."

"Of course we can't," the angel agreed. "Arial knows this just as we all do. Granting a soul an extension for their life is no trivial matter. Even if such an act would improve Arial's image in the eyes of that boy, we cannot grant her that request for such a purpose alone. The only way that elf and centaur would receive such a blessing is if it was absolutely necessary for the fate of the world for them to keep living."

"I thought so," the messenger sighed. "I suppose those two are doomed then."

"They were," the angel said, earning a puzzled look from the woman.

"Were? You mean they're no longer doomed?"

"I told you, it's already been handled by the archangels," the angel reminded her. "Everything is being taken care of. Arial's request to save those two girls just to make that boy happy would of course be denied, but I guess you can't blame the girl for trying. However, it seems that boy won't be losing his friends just yet."

"You mean... they did get an extension?" the messenger exclaimed. "Really? But why? If not because Arial asked to spare their lives, why did the archangels decide to save them?"

"Seems they saw potential in them. In all those kids, in fact. Even Arial. From what I overheard, it appears that whatever did happen with them on this night, it showed the higher-ups a possible solution to a problem they've been looking at. I'm not sure why or how, but those kids caught their eye with their actions tonight, and for that reason it’s been decided to allow the elf and centaur a chance to live so they may fulfill an important purpose one day."

"Are you serious? Those kids did something that impressive?" the messenger asked. "What did they do? What grand purpose are they being selected to fulfill?"

"I'm not sure of the specifics," the angel replied with a shrug. "I only heard so much from my sources. The higher-ups certainly don't tell me of their grand design, I'm not that important up here. Although, I did manage to catch a name they kept using in reference to those kids."

"A name, ma'am?" the messenger wondered. The angel nodded before looking down thoughtfully.

"Defenders."

*****

Max and the girls looked at Arial curiously as she started at them with a blank look on her face.

“I have informed them of Valentina’s death," she explained. "They are also aware that I wish to remain here with you. I don’t want to be separated from you, Max.”

“Arial,” Max gently said.

“You said you wanted to love and protect me,” the angel reminded him, lowering her head slightly. “And that you didn’t mind the cold. You still mean that, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do, Arial,” Max promised. “I don’t want anyone to ever hurt you, or use you, or take away the life you deserve to have. I mean it when I say that. No matter what happens, I’ll always protect you.”

“Good. I’m going to hold you to that, Max,” Arial softly said, a small smile appearing before quickly vanishing. She blinked then glanced to Lelu and Grace as another thought came to mind.

“Oh, and I did make a humble request as well.”

“A request?” Bermuda repeated. “What request?”

Without pause, twin bolts of lightning struck down atop the group and into Lelu and Grace, jolting them for a moment while everyone but Arial screamed in surprise. And then as quickly as it happened, silence followed while the centaur and elf remained frozen in place with stunned looks on their faces. Slowly, Lelu and Grace looked down at themselves, then to each other, and finally to Max as he carefully held a hand out towards them.

“Lelu? Grace?” he asked. “Are… are you okay?”

“Were you two just struck by lightning?” Bermuda said in disbelief.

“I… uh…” Lelu uttered.

“What the fuck was that?” Grace shakily asked.

“What in Eden just happened?” Bermuda wondered, looking around at the sky then to the centaur and elf. “You two were just hit by lightning at the same time… and yet you seem perfectly fine.”

Max gently took hold of Lelu and Grace’s hands, his worried eyes going over the two girls that appeared to have suffered not even the smallest of burns or injury after being hit by bolts of lightning. After seeing they were okay, he smiled in relief, drawing worried smiles from them as well while they held his hands tightly, before they all turned to see Arial watching them.

“I love you, Max,” Arial stated. “And I want you to be happy. Whatever it is you desire, I will do my best to provide. It is the least I can do in return for everything you’ve done for me, and what you have given me hope for. As such, please accept my offering to you.”

She knelt before the boy while gracefully bowing with wings arching up behind, her eyes going from Max to Lelu and Grace before back onto the boy.

“I have requested that they be given an extension of life, so that they may remain in yours.”

“An extension of life?” Max softly said. He looked back to Lelu and Grace as they showed surprise, with Bermuda eyeing them over before holding a hand over her mouth as it dawned on her.

“Oh my word,” the arachne said in awe. “That wasn’t ordinary lightning. That was the angels. That was them.”

“We… we have an extension for our lives?” Lelu asked. “We can keep living now?”

“Are you serious? We do? Really?” Grace wondered.

“Yes, you do,” Arial agreed. “It appears my prayer was answered. You have been blessed with renewed life. Though I do not know how much longer you will now have, you will at least be allowed to live past tomorrow night.”

“Oh my god. Arial. Thank you,” Lelu sniveled. “Thank you so much. You… you really… this… this is amazing!”

“You really are an angel. You just saved our asses. Thank you,” Grace said with a shaky smile. “Thank you so fucking much.”

“You saved them,” Bermuda marveled in relief. “Thank you, Arial. I don’t know what we would have done if it wasn’t for you.”

“That’s incredible. That’s amazing,” Max agreed. “Thank you, Arial. You really are a savior. Thank you for… wait… I thought they had to serve a great purpose in order to receive such a blessing. Does this mean there is a great purpose for them to serve now?”

“Yes, a very important one,” Arial said, standing up and walking up to him. Max looked at her curiously as she gently held his hands. “They will make you happy. I want you to always be happy. That is a purpose I deem worthy of keeping them around for.”

“Wait… what?” Grace asked, puzzled.

“You mean…” Lelu slowly said. “Our great purpose in life… is to make Max happy for you?”

“You mean so much to him,” Arial agreed. “I saw the torment your plight brought him. It would crush Max if you were taken away. It would be terrible if he were to be stricken ill with despair from losing either of you, it might have even hurt my chances of being with him should his heart have been broken beyond repair. I couldn’t let that happen.”

“So what you’re saying is…” Bermuda mused. “The only reason you prayed for the angels to spare them was because it would help your chances of being with Max. And that was deemed ‘critical’ enough in their eyes to make it happen?”

“I told you, it’s very rare to find someone who is compatible with snow angels,” Arial reminded her while watching Max. “Finding Max was a miracle for me, and I won’t let that go to waste. It appears the elders agree with that.”

“Wow,” Max softly said. “I… I don’t know what to say. Thank you, Arial. Thank you for saving them. You really are an angel.”

“Now we can all be together,” Arial said, hugging him close. “You have that which makes you happy, and I can stay here with you to feel more of your warm love. It’s so warm, but I don’t mind it. I really like this feeling.”

Max held her with an amused smile as she nuzzled her cheek against his before she kissed him, something he jumped a bit from while she seemed to grow weak in his arms. Parting from the gesture, the angel showed a blush on her cheeks and a weary look on her face as she appeared to be reeling from the sensation.

“So warm… so wonderful. Thank you, Max.”

“I… uh… you’re welcome?” Max said with a small shrug. It was then he noticed the other girls watching them with blank expressions, something that drew a worried look across his face.

“Um, girls?”

“I don’t suppose I have any right to be upset about this,” Lelu commented. “She literally saved my soul. What can I do?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Grace agreed. “I still feel some kind of way about her using us to get closer to Max, but hey, I’m alive because of it. Can’t complain, I guess.”

“So, Max,” Bermuda spoke up. “Now that Lelu and Grace are not facing impending doom, and Arial has decided to remain here with us for the foreseeable future, do you have anything you want to say? We did say some… things to you earlier. Things that might have been interpreted as rather surprising and brash given the circumstances. Though I want you to know, nothing I said has changed even now. I stand by what I said earlier.”

“You do?” Max wondered.

“Yes. I wasn’t speaking in the heat of the moment. I meant what I said. I love you. I want to be with you. And if that means having to share you with these three girls in order to make you happy, I’m alright with that. I’d do anything for you, Max.”

“Bermuda…”

“If I’m being completely honest,” Lelu said, showing a shy expression. “I… might have said some things that I normally wouldn’t have if I wasn’t about to die. But… I agree with Bermuda. I love you, Max. I really do. And I want you to have what matters most to you in this world. If that happens to be all of us, if they really mean that much to you, then… I think we can make it work. As long as I can be with you and have your love, I’m fine sharing you with them. I am.”

“Lelu,” Max said in awe.

“Same here,” Grace added. “The truth is, I need you, Max. I need you in my life. I need you to keep me near. Because when you are, I feel safe and… not so angry with the world. You made me feel this way, you made me fall in love with you after being so goddamn nice to me, protecting me, listening to me, helping me, and being too fucking good to be true. I know this is love I’m feeling for you, I know it’s the real thing. So… you’d better take responsibility and own up to your promise that you’ll never let me go. I mean it. If you don’t… I’ll kick your fucking ass until you do.”

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t want that,” Max remarked with a smirk.

“If it’ll make you happy, then you can take them all as girlfriends too, I’ll allow it,” Grace stubbornly said before she rushed forward and hugged Max with Arial. “I’ll be fine with it, I promise. Just… please don’t stop loving me. I’ve already lost everything else, I don’t think I’ll live if I lose you too.”

“Grace,” Max softly said.

“Does this mean you’re done calling him your servant?” Lelu questioned with a raised eyebrow.

Grace nodded while watching Max with worried eyes.

“I’m sorry about calling you that. I am. And all the horrible things I did to you. I promise I’ll never hurt you again, Max. You’re not my servant, you’re my everything, and I swear to the gods I’ll be a good elf for you from now on. Can you ever forgive me for what I did?”

Max smiled a little and nodded at her, then noticed Lelu and Bermuda stepping closer and holding onto his sides. He looked around at the four girls that held onto him, their worried eyes watching him closely as he took in their words.

“Is this really okay though?” Max asked. “Love isn’t supposed to be something that’s shared between so many people, is it?”

“That depends,” Bermuda said. “What is it you feel, Max? How do you really feel about us?”

“I feel like I’m the luckiest guy in the world to have all of you with me like this,” Max said, getting gentle smiles out of all of them except for Arial who lowered her head timidly. “And I know for a fact I never want to let any of you go. I never want any of you to be sad, or hurt, or alone, or afraid, or anything bad like that. Even if I didn’t have Aegis with me, I would still do everything I could to protect you, even with my own life. You girls… mean the world to me.”

“Would you call that ‘love’, Max?” Bermuda asked.

“Yeah. I would. Right or wrong, it’s how I feel for all of you. You all took hold of my heart together. So I want take hold of all yours, and cherish them for as long as I can. To be so lucky as to have you girls as my girlfriends… it’s all I ever could have wished for.”

“Wish granted, Max,” Bermuda said, then gently held his head as she kissed him. Upon pulling back from the gesture, Arial pulled his gaze over onto her.

“If that’s what you want, so be it,” she said before kissing him. The angel’s wings fluttered as she murmured softly from the warm feeling she experienced, her token of affection then ending as she pulled back and Grace took her turn pulling Max’s focus onto her.

“We’re all yours, Max,” she vowed, then kissed him while holding the boy close. After she parted from the gesture, Lelu guided Max’s gaze over onto her.

“You have our hearts. So please, take good care of them,” the centaur said before moving down for a kiss. Max’s eyes closed as Lelu gave him her token of affection as well, with the centaur then moving back and allowing the boy to breathe as he slowly opened his eyes. Pausing for a moment, he then looked around at the four girls while a smile gradually formed on his face as he felt their love for him clear as day.

“I will,” he promised. “No matter what happens, I’ll always love and protect you girls. Lelu. Grace. Bermuda. Arial. I’ll always keep you close and safe. I promise.”

“So… does that mean…” Bermuda wondered with a timid smile. “You’ll have me… and them… as your girlfriends? Officially?”

Max smirked at her before stepping back, taking a moment to look over the four girls that anxiously awaited his answer to that question.

“Lelu? Grace? Bermuda? Arial? Will you grant me my one wish of becoming my girlfriends? If you’ll have me, I would be honored to be your boyfriend.”

The girls smiled brightly at him, with Arial’s seeming gentler in comparison, before quickly hugging the boy.

“Yes!” they all cheered, all while Max laughed from the overzealous affection of his new girlfriends. That and from being smothered between Lelu’s breasts, Bermuda’s hardened carapace that covered her breasts, and with Grace and Arial nuzzling their cheeks against his while holding him from the front.

“Of course I will, Max!” Lelu squealed. “I love you so much, boyfriend! EEEE! I’m so happy I can really say that now!”

“I love you, Max!” Grace promised. “I really do! Thank you for not letting me go, boyfriend!”

“I can’t wait to introduce you to father as my boyfriend, Max!” Bermuda eagerly said. “And for you to help me explain why I’m sharing you with these girls too. But mostly I can’t wait to tell him you’re my boyfriend and that I love you so much!”

“Thank you, Max,” Arial softly said. “For lifting my spirit higher than I thought possible. I love you so much, boyfriend.”

Max smiled in marvel from hearing each of the girls calling him their boyfriend, feeling like the luckiest guy in Eden to have all four of them expressing their love for him. For a few more minutes, the girls continued holding him close, crying out in joy from being chosen to be his girlfriends, and taking a few more opportunities to kiss the boy to which he voiced no complaints over. After a while, Max began trying to gently push the girls off him as they showed no signs of stopping anytime soon.

“Okay. I think we need to get going now,” Max amusedly said as the girls kept holding onto him. “Everyone from Shadow’s Refuge is probably worried about us. We’d better let them know we’re still alive and that the danger has passed. We need to tell them what happened out here.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Bermuda agreed as the girls reluctantly let him go. “We do have many things to tell them. Though I do wonder if they’ll believe everything that happened. I lived through it and I’m still trying to believe it actually happened.”

“You need your rest too, Max,” Lelu mentioned with a worried smile at the boy. “You’ve been through a lot tonight, and you’re still recovering from the battle.”

“He’s fine,” Grace smugly said, waving it off. “Did you not see him kicking the fucking shit out of that harpy earlier? My Max is way stronger than he looks, don’t underestimate how tough he can be. This is nothing for him.”

“Don’t you mean our Max?” Bermuda dryly said.

“And weren’t you the one who was always calling him a wimp before?” Lelu flatly added.

“Shut up, I never said that!” Grace barked out at the centaur. “And fine, he’s our Max, so sorry for not saying that right. The point is he’s amazingly strong and nothing can knock him down. Isn’t that right, Max?”

She gave Max a swift pat on his back near his injury, something the boy let out a strained cry through gritted teeth from before he dropped to the ground. Grace promptly held both hands over her mouth as she stared at him in horror, all while Lelu and Bermuda cried out and quickly knelt down to hold onto the boy.

“Max!” Lelu wailed.

“Oh god, are you okay?” Bermuda quickly asked.

“I’m sorry,” Grace whimpered. “Oh fuck. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Max. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m okay,” Max weakly said, showing the girls a forced smile with a few tears struggling to crawl out from his tightly shut eyes. “Really. I’m okay. Don’t worry about me.”

Lelu and Bermuda watched him with worried eyes before glaring at Grace, the elf nervously looking between them with a shaky whine before she was grabbed hold of by the back of her neck from something cold and strong. Arial held the trembling elf with a sharp glare aimed at the girl, her hair starting to freeze over with ominous crackling as Grace slowly glanced to her with frightful eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Grace said, holding her hands up defensively. “It was an accident. I swear.”

Arial’s mouth flinched in her scowl before she looked down at Max, seeing the boy slowly sitting upright while steadying his breath. Lelu and Bermuda helped him keep his balance while tenderly holding him close, with Arial then turning her cold eyes back onto Grace.

“I’m sorry,” Grace whimpered. “I really am.”

“You mentioned earlier that you would gladly endure any punishment necessary for all the crap you put him through, yes?” Arial asked. Grace blinked then glanced to Max as the boy took a slow breath before he watched them with worried eyes.

“Um… yeah?” Grace slowly agreed.

“Good,” Arial said, then promptly pushed Grace down onto her knees and then forward onto her hands.

“Wait, what are doing?” Grace quickly asked, glancing back to see Arial holding her other hand up now. “Hold on, wait, just wait a mome-”

A loud whack sounded out near the Aurora, followed by a girl’s high-pitched cry. Max, Lelu, and Bermuda cringed from the sound and also the sight before watching as Grace now laid sprawled forward on her front while atop her legs, face down in the dirt with arms laying at her sides, and her rear that was perked up behind her and twitching while also bearing a red hand print on her left cheek.

“Bad girl,” Arial condemned before walking over to Max. She knelt down before him and gently held the boy close, her arms tenderly wrapping around him while Max felt a soothing chill from the girl that helped ease his pain.

“Just relax, Max. I’ve got you,” Arial softly said.

“Um… thank you, Arial,” Max said, looking over her shoulder with remorseful eyes at Grace who trembled a little with a faint whine.

“Well, can’t say she didn’t deserve that,” Bermuda mentioned. “For a lot of things.”

“That’s what she gets for hurting our Max,” Lelu simply said.

“Grace? Are you okay?” Max asked.

“She’s fine,” Arial flatly said, holding him near with closed eyes.

*****

Walking slowly across the field towards the crashed ship, Syliandanchevas kept a sharp eye on the gigantic vessel while having watchers and axe-wielding trolls at her sides. Behind them gremlins moved with the women while holding their alchemic bags, with harpies keeping their distance further back as they nervously followed the large gathering of caretakers towards the ship. In the air a few more harpies flew by before landing, with many more seen flying down from the mountain towards the crash site while bathed in the moon’s light.

Leading them was Scarlet who guided the flock of holy birds along the slope of the mountain and over the fields towards Syliandanchevas and the caretakers of Shadow’s Refuge. Her fellow priestesses were dressed in flowing shawls and robes of white and red silk while having tribal bird masks on, the large coverings bearing long beaks, golden jewelry draped across them, and striped feathers sticking out behind the edges.

“What is that thing?” a troll cursed. “Where did it even come from anyway?”

“Whatever it is, it’s brought anarchy in its wake,” a gremlin scorned.

“There were so many slain out here tonight,” a harpy mourned. “What happened to our people? How could something so horrible happen so close to our safe haven?”

“Syliandanchevas,” Scarlet said, flying down and landing near the women with her companions. “What has happened out here? There are so many dead women lying amidst the fields, it’s horrific to behold. And my sisters in Red Peak are terrified, they along with the chieftess, and are all scared to leave their homes now. Tell us, are we under attack?”

“We don’t know,” Syliandanchevas said, shaking her head. “All the watchwomen came out here to investigate this strange craft, and afterwards we lost contact with them. Those who kept watch near the perimeter of Shadow’s Refuge heard terrible screaming coming from them, as if they were being attacked by something, before they all fell silent. We came out to see what had happened, and… we found them… lying everywhere… dead.”

“Those poor souls,” Scarlet worried. “What could have done this? And why?”

“That’s what we intend to find out,” the fey replied. “I just hope Max and his friends didn’t suffer the same fate. We haven’t found them out here yet, though I am fearful for what may have happened to them.”

“We saw the trail of destruction this thing caused down the mountainside,” Scarlet said, eyeing the ship carefully. “It appears to have completely destroyed the small temple that was once built into the overlook not far from here. That was where Lelu and Grace were being hidden from Arial, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it was,” Syliandanchevas shakily replied. “Hopefully their guardians escorted them away from the temple before that thing crashed through it. We’re not giving up hope that we’ll find them just yet, if luck was on their side they may have survived. Perhaps Max and Bermuda found them in time, and they found somewhere to hide to avoid whatever it was that killed the watchwomen.”

“I am praying for them, my dear,” Scarlet said. “Though I must confess, things are looking very dire out here. At the very least, should luck not have been on their side, I do hope they didn’t suffer like those poor women did. By the looks of what happened to them, they did not leave peacefully from this world.”

“Something approaches,” a watcher cautioned, with her and the other cloaked women quickly holding their long sleeves outward and erecting glowing casting bases of blue and violet radiances. Trolls readied their axes while gremlins prepared to throw their alchemic pouches, all while the harpies tensed up with only Scarlet showing any noticeable bravery in the face of the unknown. Syliandanchevas slowly stepped out in front of the women, her hand slowly reaching up to her glasses as she carefully searched the darkness for what may be approaching.

“Who goes there? Show yourself!”

Walking towards them in the soft bloom of the magical spellbases from the watchers, Max and the girls slowly became visible as they came upon the watchwomen and caretakers. Syliandanchevas showed surprise along with those behind her at seeing the boy and his companions approaching them from the darkened field.

“It’s just us,” Max announced, holding his hands up with a weak smile. “It’s just us, please don’t attack. Sorry if we worried you.”

“Max,” Syliandanchevas gasped. She quickly ran forward and hugged the boy with a sigh of relief. “Thank the gods you’re alright. You had us scared to death for what may have happened to you. Bermuda, I’m so glad you’re safe, too. You both had me so worried. And, Lelu, Grace? Oh my goodness, you’re both alright. You saved them, that’s incredible! I’m so happy to see you girls and-… Arial? Arial?”

The fey hopped in surprise before she quickly looked between the angel and where Lelu and Grace were right beside her.

“Oh dear. Girls, watch out! Arial’s right there and-”

“It’s okay, Syliandanchevas,” Lelu assured, holding her hands out. “Calm down. Everything is okay now. We’re not in danger anymore.”

“Yeah,” Grace agreed, rubbing the back of her head with a weak smile. “Arial… sort of saved us actually.”

Syliandanchevas looked at them puzzled, then at Arial, and then at Max as she let him go and allowed the boy to step back.

“We… um…” Max said, looking down in thought for a moment before smiling a little at her. “We have a lot to tell you.”

Syliandanchevas watched the children closely while Scarlet and the women behind them moved closer, all of them seeing Max and the girls glancing to one another before facing all the questioning stares they were receiving.

“What happened with you children?” Scarlet asked. “And why were you coming this way from that vessel? What were you doing over there?”

“What happened to everyone that came out with you, Max?” Syliandanchevas asked. “We found them all dead, killed in horrible, gruesome ways. What in Eden did that to them?”

“We can explain,” Bermuda assured. “We can explain everything. Um… as for whether our explanation will sound believable to you, that we’re not sure of.”

“Try us,” Scarlet dared. “Start from the beginning, if you would be so kind. And please, spare no details.”

Max and the girls exchanged knowing looks with each other before facing the crowd of women who listened very closely for an explanation, knowing very well the story they were about to tell them was one that many would consider unbelievable to hear.

*****

With her eyes opening and briefly illuminating with white rings around her irises, Harrow slowly raised herself onto her feet and stood up. Glancing around, she saw she was inside a circular cell made of pulsating, translucent light that wavered with a low hum. Electrical rings of energy rolled across the walls of her prison which was placed in the middle of a larger room, while four nearby pylons with glowing rings stacked along them pulsated with power that was arcing and projecting into the energized holding cell.

On top of that, the prison was under guard by several of Mara’s drones. The floating machines hovered in place around Harrow’s cage while remaining in their combat forms, all of them keeping their cannons aimed at the harpy who merely looked at them with an uninterested gaze. Terminals and monitors placed all around the room displayed foreign text on them while a few had video screens showing Harrow from different angles.

“Finally awake, I see,” Mara snidely remarked. Harrow glanced behind to see the pixie hovering near a terminal while watching the Ancient with a bitter smile. “Did you sleep well? I hope you like your new accommodation. I prepared that little birdcage just for you.”

Harrow remained silent as she turned to face the pixie, saying nothing and only showing a solemn expression that Mara scoffed at.

“Before we get started, be warned,” Mara smirked. “Know that your psionic attacks are useless here. Your pesky resonance wave won’t be bothering us again. Your holding cell is made of thermo-sonic energy that will vaporize anything that tries to pass through it, I don’t think even your freaky legs and wings will survive that. And if you do not cooperate and do as you are told, or try anything suspicious, I’ll simply push a button and flood your cage with enough raw energy to fry you to a crisp. You’re not going anywhere, so get comfortable.”

Harrow continued to watch her in silence, showing no reaction to anything she was told, all while Mara looked her over with a derisive leer. With a chuckle, she motioned behind her, with Harrow glancing to see one of her steel feathers suspended above a terminal with a quantum coupler attached to it. Rolling beams of light passed across the feather from below, with the nearby monitors displaying the object with lines of text scrolling past it.

"Marvelous piece of work, I will admit," Mara mentioned. "I hope you don't mind if I hang onto that little piece of you for a while longer. The design and construct of this thing, it's rather impressive. Lightweight, yet so strong and durable, and incredibly sharp too. One of my drones lost a claw trying to retrieve it from the mess you left in the cargo bay. And such strange energy readings from it as well, there is certainly a strange power imbued within. It really is a wonderful sample for study. Though I'm sure once I start dissecting you, I'll uncover much more valuable data about you Ancients. Won't that be exciting?"

Again, Harrow showed no reaction to Mara as she merely glanced around the room with a solemn expression on her face.

"Nothing to say?" Mara quipped. "No witty retorts or threats of vengeance? Not even a small scowl to show your frustration that you were beaten and imprisoned on this ship after you failed to capture it? You're just going to stand there with that dumb look on your face without so much as attempting to salvage whatever dignity you once held? How pathetic. I had hoped there was still a little fight left in you, I wanted to see the foolish arrogance you Ancients possess one last time before I start taking you apart piece by piece. That's... a little disappointing, but I can do without it I suppose."

Harrow merely stared at her in silence, drawing a bitter scowl across Mara's face as the pixie shook her head in discontent.

"Fine, we can skip the chit-chat altogether. I really don't care what you have to say anyway. All I'm interested in is learning what makes you Ancients so powerful. Your legs and wings are of a very unusual design, and the strength they possess warrants further investigation for sure. But before I tear them off you to closer examine them, I'm going to find out what it is exactly that you are made of. You may look like a harpy, but you're certainly not a harpy of this world."

"I'm close enough," Harrow smirked.

"Oh, so you haven't lost your tongue after all," Mara sneered. "That's great news. Now I'm very eager to start dissecting you for study. I can't wait to hear you screaming and begging for mercy while I do so."

With a devious chuckle, Mara tapped a button over her wrist console that formed with a crimson glow.

"Let's get the preliminary examination out of the way first, shall we? Then we can decide where to start cutting. Begin full body scan of the prisoner. I want a complete model of this creature down to the last detail before I reduce it to scraps."

Three wide beams of red light were emitted from black orbs in the ceiling and ran down along the holding cell and Harrow from all sides. Mara watched with a sharp smile as the lights crossed over the harpy a few times before vanishing.

"Scan procedure failed," a girl's voice announced, with Mara showing a confused grimace. "No prisoner detected in holding cell."

"What? What are you talking about?" Mara shouted. "Yes there is, I'm looking right at her! Now do it again and this time do it right!"

The three beams of red light projected forth and moved down along the holding cell and Harrow, with the Ancient merely smirking at Mara still as the pixie watched anxiously. After a few more passes, the light vanished again.

"Scan procedure failed," the girl's voice said, drawing a furious growl from Mara. "No prisoner detected in holding cell."

"That's fucking bullshit! She's right there, she's right in front of me!" Mara yelled, hopping up and down. "Dammit, what the hell is going on here? Increase scanning frequencies to cover all spectrums in the holding cell! Do it right now!"

The three beams of red light appeared along with three blue and three green lights from additional black orbs in the ceiling. They crossed over Harrow a few times before they all disappeared.

"Full spectrum scan complete," the girl's voice spoke up. Mara smiled brightly from hearing that, until the voice continued.

"No life signs detected in holding cell."

Mara showed a stunned look up at the ceiling before turning to Harrow, seeing the harpy just watching her with a smirk on her face.

"But... how can that be?" Mara carefully questioned. Her ear then twitched, an ominous static noise echoing in it briefly, before she slowly glanced to the side. One of the monitors in the room was beginning to flicker, with the text written on it turning hazy while a faint shadow of a segmented diamond emblem wavered behind it. Mara began to slowly turn around, seeing all the monitors displaying the same anomaly while the lights began to waver, with the information on the screens slowly dissolving to reveal only the segmented diamond insignia.

"No... impossible," Mara breathed out. Quickly looking back to Harrow, she saw the Ancient chuckling at her with eyes that had glowing white rings in them. Without pause, Mara hit a button on her wrist console, with the holding cell then lighting up with a surge of power that blared against the energy walls. Harrow, however, remained untouched in the middle of it, with Mara's jaw lowering as the lethal wave of power passed through the cell while crackling loudly without damaging the harpy at all.

"No," Mara said in horror.

"As if a pathetic remnant like you could ever cage the likes of me," Harrow scorned, her body then vanishing into a black haze.

"No. No! No no no no!" Mara yelled out, pulling on her hair. She screamed in anger before bashing a button on her wrist communicator. "This is Mara, all stations be on alert! The Ancient is not in captivity! I repeat, the Ancient is not in captivity! It's loose on the ship!"

"What?" Lucy exclaimed, hopping in alarm while lying under the covers of a large bed inside her personal quarters. Ira hovered at her bedside as she quickly pressed a button on her wrist console which lit up.

"What is going on? Mara? What happened with the Ancient?"

"It's not here!" Mara snapped back. "I just told you, it's loose on the ship!"

"What do you mean it's not there? This had better be a joke, Mara! You were supposed to keep that monster secure after you insisted that we keep it alive! It was your responsibility! So what the hell were you doing?"

"It's not here, Ira, it never was!" Mara argued. "That wasn't the Ancient we took into captivity, it was a fucking illusion!"

"An illusion? How could that be?" Ira demanded. "Your damn machines would have noticed that, wouldn't they? They were blocking out her psionic powers, weren't they? They were even the ones that carried her off after she fell, so how could your stupid machines be fooled so easily?"

"My creations are not stupid!" Mara roared. "That damned Ancient tricked us all! I don't know how she did it, all I know is she isn't here! She must have hacked our system and fooled my drones into believing the same thing we all did.”

“She hacked our system?” Ira gasped. “You mean that monster had access to the Aurora’s internal systems? You have got to be fucking kidding me, Mara! I thought you always operated on a secure, private channel! You picked now of all times to operate on the public channel and threaten all our security?”

“My workshop isn’t operating at full capacity yet!” Mara shouted back. “I’m still waiting for the repair teams to get off their lazy butts and fix my sector so I can work in peace there again! So excuse me for taking her someplace that had a functioning containment unit and proper power to operate!”

“For the love of the Creator, Mara!” Ira cried out. “What have you done?”

"Ira? What's happening?" Lucy nervously asked while trembling in her bed. "Did the Ancient get loose?"

“Mara, find and detain her right now!” Ira yelled at her communicator. “You know what, forget it. It’s obviously too difficult a task for you to be given, so I’ll make this simpler. All security personnel, find and eliminate that Ancient! Destroy it at once! Data team, I need to know what that Ancient was doing inside the Aurora’s systems! Triple check all memory banks and access logs, find out what she was doing and what she was after!”

“Ira, no! I need it alive first!” Mara argued. “You can’t destroy it!”

“You had your chance to study it and you failed, Mara,” Ira snapped. “Now we’re doing this my way. We’re going to do what we should have done from the start, we’re going to put an end to that horrible monster once and for all. She’s too dangerous to be left alive on this ship.”

A sudden explosion rocked Lucy’s room, with the copycat screaming and quickly hiding under the covers. Ira looked to the window before zipping over to it in a blur of blue light, the little woman staring in surprise at seeing a plume of smoke coming from the side of the hull further below them. From the smoke, Harrow flew out while trailing haze behind her.

“Ira?” Lucy whimpered. “What was that?”

“The Ancient, she’s escaping!” Ira exclaimed.

Flying through the air, a battered Harrow showed a strained scowl on her face as she flapped her wings. Glancing to the left one, she snarled from seeing a feather missing. She looked back at the Aurora with a dark glare as she flew away from it, then downward as she saw a gathering of monsters and a particular human boy that brought forth a vicious growl from the harpy. With a furious yell, the Ancient swooped down towards them, with many in the crowd looking up and screaming in surprise from seeing the dark harpy diving at them.

“Who in Eden is that?” Syliandanchevas exclaimed.

“What manner of harpy is that?” Scarlet breathed out with wide eyes, remaining still beside Max while those around them quickly scattered.

“It’s Harrow!” Grace cried out.

“Look out!” Max yelled, holding his left hand overhead while he held the other across Scarlet. A flash of blue light lit up from his wrist, with Harrow swooping down towards him before she slammed against a powerful energy barrier that extended out as the Aegis shield took form.

“Protect!” Aegis declared, standing tall and firm behind Max while he watched the barrier stop Harrow right before she could strike him, along with Scarlet who was next to him as she slowly lowered her wing and stared in disbelief at the sight.

“Max?” Scarlet slowly asked as she looked at him.

“What is that thing?” Syliandanchevas softly said. “Is Max doing this?”

“What the hell kind of harpy is that?” a gremlin nervously asked. “Her wings… and her feet… what the hell kind of monster is she?”

“What kind of human boy is that?” one of Scarlet’s fellow priestesses asked in marvel. “He’s… so strong.”

“He just saved Lady Scarlet from that monster,” another softly spoke in awe.

“I’ve never seen such divine magic as that,” a harpy marveled.

“How did Harrow escape?” Bermuda cried out.

“What do we do now?” Lelu feared.

Harrow growled as she slowly razed her talons against the blue shield with sparks coming from them, eyes glaring with rage at Max who scowled at her in discontent.

“I’m going to kill you, boy!” the Ancient raged. “You’re going to pay for what you did! You’re all going to pay!”

“I told you before,” Max retorted. “My name is Max Harollson. And I’m not letting you harm anyone, Harrow.”

“Protect,” Aegis agreed with a stern nod.

Harrow snarled at the boy before she flapped her wings and took off into the air. Everyone watched as she kept airborne above them while her wings began to bleed red light through their engravings towards the edges.

“All of you wretched bugs will die on this night!” the Ancient yelled.

“Oh god, no,” Bermuda said, looking around at the large crowd near them. “Get back! Everyone get back! Take cover!”

“There’s nowhere to run!” Lelu exclaimed, looking around at the large field they were all in that provided absolutely no cover from above.

Arial started to flap her wings to take off towards the Ancient, her hair freezing over along with her ice claws that she flexed at her sides, right before a sudden blast of bright light streaked through the air and exploded against Harrow’s back with a powerful bang. The harpy squawked and flew off-balance as she wavered in her flight, the enraged bird then looking behind to see a shimmering glow atop the Aurora.

“Hit her again!” a pixie ordered her crewmates at the command deck. “She’s still airborne!”

“The cannon is recharging,” another informed her. “We only have one operational right now, we’re doing the best we can.”

“Hurry up, we might not get another shot!”

On top of the Aurora towards the middle of the craft, was a large sleek cannon made of dull gray steel, blue and violet glowing engravings set across it, a long barrel with fiery light building up inside, and energy coils wrapped around the middle of the weapon that were humming with rising energy. Nearby atop the craft, two more cannons of similar design started to phase into view from a flurry of cubic distortions emanating from panels atop the hull, however they were appearing unevenly and slowly as they wavered in and out of view.

Harrow growled in anger as she saw the flickering light of the ship’s weapon preparing to fire again, her glowing eyes moving back down towards Max as she flapped her wings with smoke drifting from her backside. With a cringe, she faltered in her flight for a moment, a shaky breath being made before she glared deeply at Max.

“This isn’t over, boy! I’ll be back to make you suffer!”

“My name is Max Harollson!” Max shouted back. “And I’ll be here ready to stop you again!”

The Ancient hissed at Max before she flew off into the air, with the cannon atop the Aurora turning to keep the harpy in its sight as it charged up its shot. After a moment it fired another blast of searing hot energy towards the Ancient, with Harrow flapping her wings as a contorted spellbase formed and curved unnaturally around her. The white casting ring with its ancient glyphs spun around and flared outward from the harpy, releasing a bright flash that engulfed the bird before the Aurora’s shot flew by and passed right through the light without hitting anything. The white glow faded away to reveal Harrow was gone, something the pixies were observing on the main monitor in the command deck with disappointed grimaces.

“Target was not hit. The Ancient escaped,” a pixie cursed, bashing her fist on a terminal.

“Oh come on! We almost had her!”

“That damned coward. It’s not fair.”

Outside the ship, Max and the many monstergirls that surrounded him were looking up at where Harrow had vanished, with everyone then turning their focus back onto the boy who slowly breathed out as he wondered when he would be seeing the Ancient terror again. He blinked before looking around to see everyone staring at him with an uncomfortable silence filling the air, a weak smile coming across his face as he rubbed the back of his head. Turning his eyes onto the armored glove he had, he watched as it dissolved away before seeing Syliandanchevas and the caretakers moving closer to him.

“Max?” the fey wondered. “What is going on here?”

“Who was that?” Scarlet asked. “And what exactly did you just do, Max?”

“Yeah… I can explain that too,” Max said, nodding slowly. Syliandanchevas and Scarlet exchanged looks with each other before watching him closely, both seeing the boy glancing back at his girlfriends who watched him with adoring eyes before he continued explaining what happened to them that night.

Inside the Aurora, Ira watched as the glow from Harrow’s escape faded away in the night sky.

“Sorry, ma’am,” a pixie reported through Ira’s wrist communicator. “But we didn’t get her in time. The Ancient got away.”

“Dammit,” Ira muttered. She rubbed her hands down her face with a tired sigh before noticing Lucy watching her with a worried frown.

“I’m sorry about all this, Lucy. You can relax now. The Ancient is gone.”

“Will she come back?” Lucy asked.

“Perhaps. Though we should have our defenses ready for her by then. If she does come back, we’ll be waiting. And next time, we won’t give her the chance to escape.”

“I probably should have told you all to kill her when I had the chance, huh?” Lucy moped, lowering her head. Ira watched her with an empathetic look before hovering over beside the girl.

“It wouldn’t have mattered if you did,” she reasoned, gently brushing the copycat’s hair. “It apparently was an illusion we saw fall before us, we never had the opportunity to execute her for real. Even if we tried, she might have just made us think we killed her with another one of her tricks.”

“Maybe,” Lucy softly said.

“Besides,” Ira mentioned, tugging on her ear to get her attention. “You’re too young to be issuing such grim orders as that. It was noble of you to show her mercy by not giving that order. I don’t personally agree with allowing that monster a chance to live, but having a merciful heart is a commendable trait for a fair and just captain to possess.”

Lucy smiled a little as Ira patted her head, the pixie then gently pushing her back down onto the bed before she pulled the covers up over the girl.

“You can rest now, captain. The Ancient is gone, that means all we need to focus on is fixing the ship. I’ll oversee initial repairs and plan our next move while you sleep. For now, you’ve earned your rest, so don’t worry about anything else for the rest of the night.”

“Okay. Thank you, Ira,” Lucy softly said. She smiled a little at the pixie before rolling onto her side and closing her eyes. Ira smiled gently at the girl before she floated upward, the pixie giving a polite bow to her commanding officer before she dissolved into glimmering cubes that vanished into the glowing engravings set near the ceiling. Silence filled the room for a while before Lucy opened her eyes as a thought popped into her head, that being the memory of when Max shielded her from Harrow while holding her close. The copycat murmured softly to herself as she thought about the super-powerful boy that saved her life then closed her eyes again.

“I wonder if he has a girlfriend.”

*****

Inside the research room, Mara floated in front of the steel feather that remained bound in place. Rolling beams of light crossed over the bladed feather repeatedly from underneath where it hovered above a sleek apparatus of ancient design, with monitors nearby showing cross images of the feather while displaying moving lines of text next to it. Hovering behind her was one of her drones in its compact form, its circular wings humming quietly while its viewing lens was focused solely on its creator.

Along with Mara, there were a few other pixies in the room, all of which were inspecting terminals and pressing buttons on glowing dashboards that illuminated before them. They glanced to see Mara staring intently at the feather with a stern look on her face, the nervous women then noticing Ira phasing into the room from above.

“Ma’am,” a pixie said as they saluted the officer.

“What’s the damage?” Ira demanded, her sharp glare focused on Mara who kept her back to them.

“There doesn’t appear to be any sign of data tampering that we can find,” a pixie reported. “There’s a lot to go through still, but we haven’t found anything out of place yet. Logs indicate that the Ancient was going through highly classified memory banks, though we’re not sure what she may have been searching for.”

“Whatever she wanted, she might have found it,” another worried. “Reports from crewmates show that the Ancient suddenly appeared in a hallway and cut her way straight out of the Aurora in a hurry. Nobody detected her beforehand, so she didn’t flee because she was found. She must have made her sudden escape after she got whatever it was she was searching for.”

“That’s just great,” Ira scowled, her eyebrow twitching as she watched Mara ignoring them. “So she got what she wanted and made her escape. All thanks to someone thinking they could actually keep an Ancient contained when clearly they had absolutely no idea what they were doing! Mara! What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Would you mind keeping it down back there?” Mara plainly said. “I’m trying to focus on my work.”

“Your work?” Ira snapped. She zipped over to Mara and grabbed her arm, pulling her aside and earning a dull glare from the pixie. “Your work? Who cares about your stupid research? That Ancient just stole classified information from the Aurora and got away with it! This is all your fault, you fucking bitch!”

“You do realize that even if we blasted what we thought was that Ancient back in the cargo bay, it wouldn’t have made a difference,” Mara pointed out with a raised eyebrow. “She still would have hidden herself and stolen what she wanted regardless before making her escape.”

“You don’t know that,” Ira argued. “We might have been able to track her down in time.”

“Then what stopped you from detecting her before she got what she wanted?” Mara quizzed her. “If you really didn’t need my advanced machines to help you find her in the first place, why is it nobody else had a fucking clue she was slinking about through the Aurora like she was? How come none of your security teams noticed an Ancient walking freely through the Aurora? Why didn’t you? Not to mention I certainly wasn't aware that Ancient could mentally link with the Aurora's systems and access our databases like she did, were you? Was anyone else aware of what that monster was capable of? Because nobody informed me."

With a grunt, Mara yanked her arm free and pointed at Ira's face with a stern scowl.

"All of you were just as blind as I was to what she was doing, so don’t try to pin this on me! At least my creations were able to keep this ship operational and prevent that monster from locking all of us out again! At least my weapon systems were able to actually hit that damned bird while your security teams didn’t do fucking shit against her! I’m tired of you trying to shift the blame of this mess onto me when you and your crew are just as guilty, Ira! At least I actually proved useful on this night, at least I actually helped keep the Aurora in one piece and out of the hands of those Ancients! What have you done besides hand over the Aurora to an idiot child and crash the ship into a mountain? You’re the one who fucked up tonight, not me!”

“I had no choice but to give command of the Aurora to Lucy and you know it!” Ira shot back. “I was only following my code!”

Mara quickly grabbed Ira by the shoulder, swung her around while hovering up over the feather, and then stopped the pixie just short of cleaving her head off on top of the bladed steel. The other pixies gasped while Ira stared with wide eyes at seeing the feather she was held over, with its razor-sharp edge right below her neck while Mara held the pixie in place with a furious look on her face.

“As was I, Ira,” Mara coldly said. “The only difference is that your code is to assist the captain with their flight and duties like a good little bitch. My code is to create weapons of war. Weapons that kill. Weapons that win us battles against our enemies. You are a lapdog. I am a weaponsmith. You follow orders like an obedient pet. I create the tools we need to destroy our enemies. That’s the difference between us.”

“Mara. Easy now,” Ira cautioned.

“Everything I’ve done, I’ve done in the best interest of following my code,” Mara scorned. “The Creator made me so I could create weapons, and that’s what I’m going to do. I needed that Ancient alive for study to do my job. I needed samples of advanced technology and creation like this feather to do my job. Attempting to take that Ancient alive was the proper course of action for me, and I have no regrets about that. I will do anything I need to, anything at all, to fulfill my purpose, Ira. And that includes removing any obstacles that hinder my progress or threaten to keep me from accomplishing my goals to the best of my ability.”

Ira slowly glanced back to see Mara glaring at her with a chilling gleam in her eyes.

“The next time you open your fat mouth to criticize me, to scorn me, or even to speak to me with disrespect, remember this. I am needed on this ship. You are not. And if I deem you a hindrance with following my code, I will do what I must to make sure you never do so again. Am I clear?”

Ira looked at the feather below her then to Mara while trying to repress her frustrated scowl.

“Am I clear, Ira?” Mara sternly questioned.

“Yes, you made yourself very clear, Mara,” Ira carefully replied.

“Good,” Mara scoffed. She threw Ira back into a tumble through the air before she reoriented and halted herself, the pixie returning the harsh stare from Mara while straightening her skirt and hat. The other pixies watched the standoff with uneasy frowns, their eyes glancing to Mara’s drone that moved around to face them before Mara turned her back to them again.

“Now, be on your way,” Mara ordered, waving them off. “You have a ship to repair, don’t you? You'd better get to work, so leave me to mine. Oh, and don’t worry, I’ll let you have this research station back very soon. After I complete my initial examination of this feather, I’ll have it moved to my workshop for further study and testing. I prefer to operate in peace on a secure channel after all, I do my best work that way, so make sure my sector is properly fixed before I arrive.”

“Anything you discover from that thing needs to be reported to the captain,” Ira mentioned through clenched teeth.

“Yes, I’m sure the little brat would just love to read through my report,” Mara droned with a roll of her eyes. “Provided she even knows how to read. Enough with wasting my time, you have your own work to be doing. Now get lost.”

Ira struggled to calm herself while her fist trembled at her side, the pixie taking a moment to repress the urge to charge Mara and throw her face first onto the bladed feather, before she shook her head and turned around to leave.

“Let’s go, ladies. We’re done here,” she ordered before flying out of the room.

“Yes, ma’am,” a pixie replied as the crewmates flew after her. As they did, Mara didn’t give them a fleeting glance, her attention remaining fixated on the steel feather as she displayed a flinching scowl while having her arms crossed before her.

“No matter what, I will fulfill my purpose,” she coldly remarked to herself. “Nobody, and I mean nobody, will keep me from doing so.”

The monitors around the room began to flicker, their images wavering with a static hiss as they started to distort and show strange, broken emblems on them. A large image of a segmented diamond insignia formed on all the screens over the garbled text, with Mara lowering her head and closing her eyes as she twitched a little. After a moment all the monitors returned to normal, with an eerie silence befalling the room before Mara lifted her head and looked at the feather again.

“With this key, I will unlock an even greater level of destructive creation,” she vowed, with her eyes fading into a static haze briefly, revealing segmented diamond emblems in them, before returning to normal as she showed a dark glare.

“My weapons will become so powerful, not even Aegis will be able to defend against them.”




Chapter 21

Cause and Effect

It was widely known to all in Eden that actions had consequences. From the simple act of telling a lie, to tempting fate by provoking a mighty beast, or even taking a life for a nefarious purpose; whatever it was you did, there was always a price to be paid eventually. Of course, there were those who thought they could get away with their actions without suffering any cost, and sometimes they were able to avoid paying a price for what they did, at least for a while.

However, it would only be a matter of time before their choices caught up with them.

*****

Running down the hallways of Stonegate's underground catacombs, Daniel and Eirene led the way for their group through empty tunnels with the light of hanging lanterns to guide them. Behind the human who was holding the copycat's hand, something she glanced at again with a gentle eye, Neru kept pace with the two while looking around curiously at seeing nobody else working in the catacombs that night. Following the gargoyle was Moriko who merrily skipped and hopped along with the group while Jericho was running beside her, the ant girl also examining her surroundings while her antennae twitched overhead.

"Where is everyone?" Neru asked. "I've never seen this place so empty before."

"I don't know," Eirene worried. "It looks like everyone just abandoned their posts. Something must have happened."

"Where are we anyway?" Moriko asked. "What is this place?"

"These are the storage chambers for Stonegate and for someplace we're taking you to now," Eirene explained. "Though there should always be someone working here, even at this hour. I don't understand why everyone left like this."

"Could it have anything to do with your people plotting to betray you?" Daniel asked.

"I have no idea. Though I do fear how deep this corruption goes," Eirene worried. "Aside from the lamia sisters, all the watchwomen above were more than eager to throw me to the wolves. But surely not all my people share that eagerness, right?"

"I don't know," Moriko said. "Everyone on the surface seemed really determined to catch us. What do you think the odds are your people down here won't try and do the same?"

"It doesn't matter," Eirene asserted. "My daughter is down here, she's in great danger. I need to find her no matter what. Even if everyone is plotting against me, I have to try and find Lucy before she gets caught up in this. I just hope the majority of my people haven't fallen prey to The Sisterhood's influence."

"Okay," Moriko cautiously said. "But if anyone tries to be naughty with me or Jericho, we are going to defend ourselves. Just remember our deal, if I have to blow up anyone to protect my cute little butt, you need to make sure everyone knows I'm not the bad witch here for doing that."

"I remember," Eirene replied. "And I really hope it doesn't come to that."

They continued down the empty hallways, passing boxes and carrying bags along with other supplies that appeared to have been quickly abandoned by the workers, before they finally emerged from a tunnel and into the warm light of The Cellar. Coming up to a railing on the overlook they were now on, Moriko stood up on her toes to better see over the guardrail while Jericho observed the underground city before them with a curious eye.

"Wow," Moriko softly said. "What is this place? Is this the big secret you were talking about?"

"Yes, it is," Eirene agreed. "Welcome to The Cellar, everyone."

"An impressive sight, Eirene," Daniel had to admit.

"So... it's just an underground city?" Moriko wondered, scratching her head. "I guess that's something you don't see every day. Still, I was expecting a little more than that after all we've been through. I've seen tombs and ruins in caves before, it's not exactly a big surprise to see something like this."

"It's not just that this is a hidden city, Moriko," Eirene explained. "It's what the city stands for and what its purpose is, along with who all live within it."

"I see. And what does this city stand for?"

Eirene gazed upon the secret sanctuary as she tried to remind herself that this was a place of safety and refuge for the rare minority of good souls in the world to hide themselves from all the real monsters above, something she began to fear may no longer be true. Before she could speak further, however, everyone turned to see several copycats running up the incline toward the overlook from below. Turning back, they saw more copycats rushing out of the tunnel behind them, with all the guardian felines having crossbows held in hand as they gathered around Eirene and her companions before drawing their weapons upon them.

“Hold it right there, all of you!” a guard ordered.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“Keep your hands where we can see them or else!”

“Um, hello?” Neru said, holding up her hands along with everyone. “I’m a gargoyle. I sort of live on the mountain above you. That and I help keep the peace here, remember? Are you being serious right now?”

“What do you mean who are we?” Eirene demanded. “I’m Countess Eirene. Put those things down at once!”

“Countess?” a guard questioned. “Is that really you?”

“It looks like her,” another cautioned. “But how do we really know you’re her?”

“Prove it. What’s the password?”

“The eye of the orc is ruby red,” Eirene said. The guards exchanged glances with each other before narrowing their eyes at the woman.

“And what was the previous password?” one asked.

“The slithering naga sneaks about at night,” Eirene dryly answered. “Want me to keep going? Before that it was ‘the humper hops higher than the sun’, and before that it was ‘the siren sings the last lullaby’.”

“Eirene, it is you,” a guard realized, eyeing the copycat cautiously.

“You mind if we lower our hands now?” Neru asked. “Also, I’d like to mention I’m only raising mine to be nice. Those things wouldn’t pierce my skin even if you did shoot me.”

“If you had been a copycat disguising yourself as a gargoyle then they would have pierced you just fine,” a copycat mused with a raised eyebrow as the guards lowered their weapons.

“We’re sorry, countess,” another apologized. “We had to be certain it was really you. Things have been rather tense down here.”

“What’s going on?” Eirene asked as her group lowered their arms. “Why would you assume it wasn’t really me? Every copycat here knows impersonating the countess carries a strict punishment.”

“Earlier this night, there was an accident in the dig site,” a guard said, pointing off to the side. Everyone looked over to see where a large excavation camp was set up around a wide hole in the ground near the city. There appeared to be a gathering of people there while smoke was seen coming up from the pit.

“We don’t know what exactly happened,” another guard continued. “Only that it shook the entire cavern. The dig site partially collapsed and everyone started panicking. Rescue workers were trying to get our people out of the collapsed tunnels, but during the chaos, the citizens started rioting in the streets.”

“Rumors of The Sisterhood attacking spread like wildfire,” a copycat cursed. “Everyone thought those monsters were tunneling in through the dig site, and they all lost their shit.”

“We didn’t know what was going on,” a guard remorsefully explained. “And we didn’t know where you were either. Last we heard, you went up to the surface to check on a disturbance in Stonegate, so we sent a few of our people up to find you. They never reported back.”

“Everyone was panicking and our countess was missing,” a guard continued. “All we could do to regain control of the city was to invoke martial law. Aside from the rescue teams working to dig our people out of the collapsed excavation site, everyone has been ordered to stay in their homes until we restore order.”

“We heard you running through the catacombs,” a copycat mentioned. “We didn’t see you, but we heard footsteps and grew worried you were intruders, so we followed after thinking you might have been The Sisterhood.”

“After hearing nothing from you or what happened on the surface,” a guard said, shaking her head. “We began to fear that the rumors may have been true about The Sisterhood coming here. With that horrible thought being a possibility, well…”

“Let me guess,” Daniel mused. “You started to question if there was a Sisterhood spy among your ranks.”

“The dig site being hit with an inside job made much more sense than The Sisterhood digging their way to us from underneath,” a copycat reasoned. “And with that being the only guess we had as to what happened, now we’re all paranoid about who may really be who down here.”

“We’re glad you’re here, countess,” a guard thankfully said. “And that you’re still okay. Do you know what’s going on? And why didn’t our scouts find you in Stonegate earlier?”

“Because our people on the surface tried to sell me out, that’s why!” Eirene shouted, startling the women.

“W-What?” a guard shakily asked. “Sell you out? What are you talking about?”

"I'm talking about nearly everyone in Stonegate trying to throw me to The Sisterhood out of fear for their own lives!" Eirene snapped.

"I don't understand," a copycat said, confused. "Why would they do such a thing?"

"The Sisterhood has placed bounties on Eirene's head as well as myself," Daniel explained. "Your people on the surface looked the other way when bounty hunters came to Stonegate and even impersonated Eirene to smuggle us out of the city."

"I would be a dead woman if it wasn't for Daniel rescuing me," Eirene said as the guards stared at her in surprise. "He brought me back to Stonegate, and aside from the lamia sisters and the gargoyles, everyone up above who was supposed to be watching out for me has instead been trying to kidnap or even kill me! They even said they were going to kill my daughter just because they hated her!"

"Countess... that can't be correct," a guard worried.

"Oh she's telling the truth alright," Neru quipped with a nod. "I had to step in and help the countess escape from everyone up there trying to get their hands on her. Hell, if you want further proof she's a wanted woman, here's one of the bounty hunters herself. Meet Jericho the ant girl, the one who kidnapped her earlier."

"She's a bounty hunter that tried to kidnap Eirene?" a copycat questioned. "But then what is she doing here with you?"

"I brought her with me," Moriko spoke up. “She's my friend. I wanted her to see what the big secret was down here with me."

"Wha... but, who are you?" a guard demanded.

"This is the witch who saved Diago and those six boys, the one from their story," Eirene explained. "She also helped escort me down here after our people tried to kill her for merely running into us in Stonegate. I wanted to bring her here so Diago and the boys could see her again, and also to show her what this place is as I feel she could belong here. Her... friend, however, I only agreed to show this place to in hopes it would bring out even the tiniest bit of a conscience within her, and help her see what kind of asshole she is for trying to take me away from my home and family all for some stupid gold from The Sisterhood."

"She's the witch that saved Diago's life?" a copycat wondered.

"A bunny witch, just like they said," another mused. "Well I'll be damned, they were telling the truth."

"But, even so, why would you bring a bounty hunter that tried to kidnap you down here?" a guard demanded. "You don't honestly think you can trust her, do you?"

"She's not going to hurt anyone, really she won't," Moriko said. "She even made a promise not to hunt Eirene anymore, so you don't have to worry about that."

"If that's true, what is she doing here now?" a guard sharply asked. "Why did she come back to Stonegate if not to try and hunt our countess again?"

"Because she only came back to hunt him," Moriko replied, pointing to Daniel. The copycats looked at him puzzled as he sighed and nodded.

"Yes, I made Jericho promise not to bother Eirene or her family ever again after I saved her life from her traitorous partners. I did not, however, include me in that promise, so I'm still fair game in her eyes."

"And even though you're aware of her intentions," a guard carefully said. "You all decided to bring her down to The Cellar anyway, because... why exactly?"

"I told you, she's my friend," Moriko sweetly said. "Don't worry, she's not going to hunt anyone while we're down here, you have my word. She's actually a really nice person once you get to know her."

Jericho glanced to her with a dull expression while having her arms crossed before she looked at the guards again with a raised eyebrow, seeing all of them examining the ant girl while remaining cautious of her.

"Of course she is," a copycat dryly said. "She looks like a delight to me."

"Countess," a guard sighed. "Forgive me for speaking so honestly, but... this is not okay."

"None of what is happening tonight is okay," Eirene reasoned. "Still, we didn't exactly have time to debate this further on the surface. Like I said, all the watchwomen in Stonegate had turned on me. As strange as it is, even Jericho helped me escape those traitors and get down here in one piece."

"This is turning into a big mess," a guard complained, shaking her head.

"Agreed," another said while examining Jericho and then Eirene. "But the people are counting on us to fix all this and restore order. We can't let our home break down into anarchy and rip itself apart from within."

"First thing's first," a copycat said. "We need to escort the countess to her home immediately."

"I'm not going home, not yet," Eirene argued. "I still have to find my daughter."

"Countess, we need to get you home where it's safe," a guard asserted. "Your daughter is probably waiting there for you as we speak. If not, we'll find her and return her to you. But right now we need to make sure you're not in any danger."

"But-"

"No buts," a copycat stated, shaking her head. "I'm sorry, countess, but for your own protection we are placing you under house arrest. We have to do this in order to make sure you remain safe, we need you to help restore peace to the city."

"Please, countess. It's for your own good."

"If what you say is true about the watchwomen turning traitor on the surface, then we need to be extra cautious about your safety. You are going straight home and you are going to stay there until things settle down. You and your daughter are going to be placed under guard, and that's final."

"But-" Eirene worried, with a copycat guard walking over and taking her hand.

"Eirene, please," the woman begged. "Don't fight us on this. Let us do our job and protect you. It's too dangerous for you to be running around out here right now. I’m taking you home and that’s that."

"If it's all the same with you," Daniel mentioned, taking hold of Eirene's other hand and pulling her back to his side. "I'll be escorting the countess to her home. I want to make sure she gets there safe and sound."

"Daniel," Eirene softly said.

"I'm coming too," Neru added. "Need to make sure she gets home in one piece and not stabbed in the back again."

"You don't trust us, do you?" the guard asked.

"I don't believe we can be blamed for that, do you?" Daniel questioned. "All of Eirene's people on the surface seemed pretty united in their wish to hand her over to The Sisterhood. The lamias at the front gate and the gargoyles we've come across have shown to be loyal to her still, but I'm not certain who among her own kind we can trust after this betrayal."

"That's fair," the guard conceded, raising her hands. "I can understand where the mistrust is coming from. It's still hard to believe our own people would turn on her like that. If it will make you feel better, you can accompany us to her home and see with your own eyes that it's the only place we aim to take her. Despite what you've seen so far, not all of us have betrayed the countess on this night, and I for one will not allow this horrible transgression against our leader to stand. We're going to take the countess to her home, we're going to find and deliver her daughter into her arms, and we're going to keep both of them safely housed in her manor until we have this problem taken care of. That I assure you."

"I will hold you to that promise," Daniel warned.

"Daniel. Thank you," Eirene said with a gentle smile.

"After we take her home, you will need to leave," another copycat spoke up. "It's nothing against you personally. We do appreciate all you've done in keeping our countess safe during this troubling time. However, for obvious reasons, all outside visitors are to leave until we can restore order again. That also goes for the bunny witch and... her bounty hunter friend."

"Aww," Moriko pouted. "We have to leave already? But we just got here. And I still don't understand what the big secret is about this place. I was promised an explanation about the city, I want to know what's so special about it."

"I understand why all outsiders need to leave," Eirene mentioned. "But this witch did help me escape capture on the surface, and she is the one who saved Diago's life. Can you at least introduce her to Diago and the boys before she leaves so that she may receive their thanks? And also, can you explain to her why we keep this city a secret, and why what she thought she saw on the surface in the city wasn't what it actually appeared to be? She's owed that much after all she's done for us."

"She took the oath of secrecy, correct?" a copycat questioned.

"Yes, they both have," Eirene agreed. "They are aware of how serious this is."

"Very well," a guard conceded. "We will take them both to meet with Diago. After the commotion started, she promptly took those boys back to the orphanage and has been guarding it ever since. We could have used her help digging through the excavation site, but she wouldn't leave those children to be guarded by anyone else."

"That sounds like her," Eirene mused with a small smile.

"She really is protective of those kids," Neru agreed, then glanced to Moriko. "Fair warning, girl. You may have helped them before, but don't make any sudden moves near those boys when Diago is around, especially during tense situations like this. She takes their safety very seriously and will fuck you up like you wouldn't believe if you give her a reason."

She then smirked at Jericho and continued.

"You should be fine though. You're an ant girl like her, I'm sure she won't mind if you touch them. Go ahead and offer them free candy while you're at it, nothing bad will happen to you. I promise."

Jericho merely stared at her with a dull expression as the gargoyle snickered at her, with Eirene rolling her eyes before speaking with the guards again.

"Once they're done visiting Diago and the boys, you can escort these two out of The Cellar. And, Daniel? As much as I would prefer to have you around right now, and believe me I do, I'm afraid I must agree with them about you leaving. Having strangers walking through town at this time will only increase everyone's fear and paranoia. I hope you understand."

"If that is what you wish, countess, then I will oblige," Daniel agreed with a small bow. "As soon as I see you arriving safely at your home, I will take my leave. Though I still need to find my family. The girls came down here for a tour of the city earlier. I do hope they were treated kindly by your people and not given any unexpected and unpleasant surprises like we were."

"I was one of the guards escorting them around town," a copycat spoke up. "They're perfectly fine, don't worry. They were originally being led by Calam, but she was called away by members of the dig team that needed her help with something. My friend and I continued touring them through The Cellar in Calam's place before everything went crazy."

"Calam went to the dig site before it collapsed?" Eirene worried. "Oh no. Is she okay?"

"We don't know. We haven't seen her since," the guard replied with a remorseful frown. "She may still be down in the tunnels. She's an ant girl, though, I'm sure she's fine. As for the girls we were with, the commotion all started when we were deep in the market district. Being so far away from the dig site, we didn't believe them to have played a part in what happened. Since they were visitors, they were going to be escorted out through the back exit of the mountain to leave town, but they... were quite insistent on wishing to venture up to the surface to find you. Not knowing what the situation was in Stonegate, we couldn’t let them do that, so we convinced them to wait by the tunnel that leads to the back exit so they would at least be out of the public eye until we heard from you. They should all be there now."

"I see. And I'm not going to find any of them harmed in any way when I get there, am I?" Daniel questioned with a sharp eye on her.

"We didn't touch a hair on their heads," the guard assured, holding her hands up. "You can see for yourself when you get there."

"Very well," Daniel agreed. "Let's get the countess home and then we'll be on our way. You'd better keep her and her daughter safe. I expect to see Eirene again alive and well, as well as a chance to meet her charming daughter."

"Charming isn't usually the word used to describe Lucy," a guard mentioned with a weak smile. "But yes, you'll see them again under better circumstances."

"I look forward to it," Daniel said with a calm smile at Eirene. The copycat lowered her head with a timid smile to that before Daniel turned to the witch in their group. "Well, Moriko, it seems this is where we will be parting ways. It was nice to meet you. I'm sorry we can't take a tour of this city together. I hope you find something you learn about this place to be worth all the trouble we went through getting here."

"At the very least, it was rather exciting coming to Stonegate," Moriko giggled. "Not at all what I expected, so I can't complain too much. Thank you for a lovely night, Daniel Sorres, and I wish you luck with staying alive. Something tells me you're going to need it."

"Perhaps," Daniel said, glancing to Jericho who was watching him with a sharp eye. "Though thankfully I do have more than luck on my side. On that note, remember our deal, Jericho. You will leave Eirene and her family alone from now on. If you really wish to come after me again, so be it. Our truce ends after we leave this place. Though a piece of advice to consider. If you're going to come after me, come only after me. If you bring my family into this, I will not be so merciful with you. Remember that."

Jericho smirked and squeaked at him, showing the man a challenging smile as she nodded slowly. Daniel held in his scoff towards the ant girl before he nodded at the guards, with the copycats holstering their crossbows while keeping a sharp eye on their surroundings.

"Alright, let's get the countess home before anything else happens. This way," a copycat said, waving them towards the lowering incline away from the overlook.

"You two, come with us," another ordered Moriko and Jericho. "We’ll take you to see Diago and explain more about what it is we wish to keep hidden in this world. And no funny business, we have our eyes on you."

The copycats led everyone down from the overlook towards the city below. As they approached the ground level near the city outskirts, Moriko and Jericho were led off on a side road away from the main city that appeared quiet and empty now. Daniel’s group waved to Moriko and received a wave back from the witch, with Jericho merely glancing at Daniel in silence for a moment before she turned away.

"She's going to come after you again, you know," Eirene mentioned to Daniel. "Jericho doesn't seem like she cares about anything here except for you. Even when she's told about this place and what we're trying to do for people, I don't think she'll feel any remorse for trying to kidnap me. She's a bounty hunter, she only cares about money. There was no point in bringing her with us. Maybe... maybe I made another horrible mistake letting her in here."

"She may be a bounty hunter, but she does seem to live by a code," Daniel mused. "She didn't come back for you, she only came for me. And yes, I'm aware that after I leave this place, I'm going to have to watch out for her. At least now I know she's coming for me. But she's not evil or heartless. She's upheld her end of the truce and even seems to have an odd friendship with Moriko. Jericho is a dangerous woman, there's no denying that. But she isn't like those in The Sisterhood. It's like Moriko said, it was never anything personal on Jericho's part, it's just... business."

"You're not mad at her after what she did?" Eirene wondered.

"I'm mad at The Sisterhood for trying to ruin the lives of everyone in this region," Daniel retorted. "For threatening us, our families, and our friends. They're the ones I have a bone to pick with. They're the ones that put those bounties on our heads in the first place. Jericho isn't the villain because of that, The Sisterhood is."

Eirene watched Daniel curiously as he glanced back at where Jericho and Moriko were being led away by their copycat escorts.

"You may be right, Eirene," Daniel added. "The only thing here Jericho cares about might be just catching me. And that's a good thing if that's true. That means she isn't going to do anything to hurt anyone here besides me. And if she's a woman of her word like she's shown us so far, that means she'll take the oath of secrecy she was sworn to seriously. She promised she wouldn't spill your secret and that she'll leave you alone from now on. I think you can trust her on that."

"I trust you, Daniel," Eirene said, taking hold of his hand. "That I know I'm certain of."

Daniel turned to see the copycat smiling a little at him before she lowered her head with a troubled frown appearing again.

"I'm afraid to ask," Neru hesitantly spoke up. "But with recent events and all... my concert isn't happening anymore, is it?"

"Sorry, but no," a guard agreed. "All public events have been canceled until this mess is sorted out. I'm sorry to say your show has been put off for the foreseeable future."

"Dammit," Neru groaned. "I figured as much. This sucks so hard. I practiced so much for this show too. It was going to be my best one yet."

"For what it's worth," Daniel mentioned. "I thought your performance tonight in Stonegate was quite impressive."

"Really?" Neru eagerly asked, moving closer and holding onto his arm. "You mean it? Which part did you like the most? Was it the kickass melodies, the special effects with the magical lights, or all the naked women lying everywhere afterwards? Be honest, I'm always looking to improve my talents however I can."

"I... uh... I suppose all of it?" Daniel reasoned with a weak smile. "I especially like the way you helped us out when we were in trouble. I think that was the best part of the show."

"Aw, aren't you sweet," Neru cooed. "But what you saw tonight was nothing. Just you wait until my next show, I'll see to it you have a front row seat to what I promise will be the best performance you've ever seen and heard. Not only will I blow your mind with my musical amazingness, but afterwards I'll also happily blow-"

"That's enough, Neru," Eirene spoke up with a dull glance at the gargoyle. "I think we need to focus more on the problems at hand rather than planning your next show."

Neru showed the copycat a sulking pout while Daniel smiled nervously at her, the man feeling all too well the gargoyle's firm breasts pressing against his arm and also Eirene's soft breasts that were cradling his other arm which the copycat was now holding closer to her. Eirene kept her eyes down at the ground while her tail swayed behind and brushed against Daniel's rear, the same that Neru's tail did as she glanced to him with a coy smile, both something he was trying not to show any reaction from as he felt the two women holding onto him tightly.

Among the streets of the underground city, patrols of copycats armed with swords and crossbows kept watch for any signs of danger as they remained on high alert. A few of them noticed Daniel’s group making their way towards Eirene’s manor, with the feline monstergirls exchanging glances with one another while some whispered to their companions. This was noticed by Daniel who saw the copycats eyeing them over before continuing their rounds.

“You can’t blame them,” a guard next to him mentioned. “Everyone’s on edge right now, wondering if we really were attacked from within. Even if you weren’t outsiders, they would still be suspicious of you. It’s only because you’re with us right now that they’re letting you walk through the city streets like this.”

“Has this sort of thing happened before?” Daniel wondered. “For a city full of copycats, I do wonder how often you deal with mistrust among one another.”

“It’s happened before, but not as often as you would think,” the guard reasoned with a shrug. “Yes, most of us here are copycats, but we do have laws regarding copying the appearances of others, especially those that live here with us.”

“Copying me, for instance, is strictly forbidden,” Eirene explained. “For obvious reasons. The same for any members of our council. And if we do copy anyone, we need to be aware that our actions while posing as another carry strict consequences if we misbehave.”

“How strict are we talking here?” Daniel asked.

“For minor offences or practical jokes that don’t go well,” a guard mentioned. “We lock the offender up for a while and let them think about what they did. For more serious crimes like theft or attempted defamation of another, they are put on trial and could either serve heavy jail time or even expulsion from our community. All these instances would also involve the offender having to wear an identifying collar and would not be allowed to copy others during their sentence without further punishment.”

“I see. And what about murder or the attempt of?” Daniel questioned, with the guard turning to him with a solemn expression on her face.

“Straight to the guillotine.”

“Really?” Daniel wondered. “That’s quite extreme, isn’t it?”

“If a copycat is proven to have committed such a terrible crime in our community, there is no second chance. There is no forgiveness. Our trust is broken and the sanctity of this place is defiled. There is only one outcome for that. No matter what their reasons for doing it were, no matter who they are, no matter how old or young they are; if they cross that line there is no going back.”

“Not even I would be exempt to that, Daniel,” Eirene said. “It’s extreme, I know, but we have to do it. For a race that can disguise ourselves as anyone we wish, we need to keep that power in check or else it will be nothing but chaos. Every child here is raised knowing that if they copy another person for nefarious purposes, they will pay a high price. Our ability to mimic others must be controlled or else we’ll become just as bad as everyone else in Eden.”

“I don’t imagine we’ll find too many traitors up in Stonegate now,” a guard reasoned with a shrug. “Every copycat up there that tried to do away with our countess knows we’re going to kill them if we get our hands on them. Same for any other monsters that reside on the surface city that betrayed our countess. Either they’ve already fled Stonegate never to return, or they’re foolish enough to think we won’t find out what they did. But we will, we always do.”

“Copycats and gargoyles see more than most realize in this world,” Daniel acknowledged.

“And we will do whatever we have to in order to protect our way of life,” another guard said. “Even if that means taking extreme measures.”

They continued walking down the street without saying anything more, passing a few patrols and spotting the occasional silhouette in a nearby window before it quickly vanished. After a while they came upon Eirene’s manor which had a few copycats stationed around it. The women quickly took notice of Eirene with her escort before they hurried towards her.

“Countess? Is that you?”

“Is that Countess Eirene?”

“Countess, are you okay?”

“Ladies,” Eirene greeted with a faint smile. “I’m fine. I’m okay now, really.”

“Countess, what’s going on?” a copycat asked. “Are we under attack? Do you know what’s happening?”

“I don’t know what happened with the dig site,” Eirene replied. “I only hope it was just a mining accident and nothing more. Hopefully the rescue teams find everyone down there and return them to us safely.”

“Countess, we lost contact with the surface. Do you know what’s going on up there?”

“The countess was betrayed, ladies,” one of her escorts said. “The Sisterhood has placed a bounty on her head, and it seems most of our people in Stonegate tried to throw her into the arms of bounty hunters to get rid of her. It appears we have traitors among us.”

“What? That can’t be!”

“Are you serious? It was our people that did that?”

“That’s impossible. They would never do such a thing.”

“They did,” Daniel announced. “Bounty hunters came here for Eirene and I, and your people on the surface did nothing to stop them. They allowed us to be taken away, and after I brought her back to Stonegate, aside from the lamia sisters and the gargoyles, everyone has been trying to capture and even kill us. We were lucky we made it down here alive.”

“Countess, is this true?” a guard worried.

“I’m afraid so,” Eirene sadly agreed. “Everyone on the surface… they turned on me so quickly. It was horrible. If it wasn’t for Daniel here, those bounty hunters would have taken me away. And thanks to the help of Neru and a few unlikely allies I had this night, I was able to return to The Cellar in one piece.”

“How could this have happened?” a guard demanded. “This is unforgivable. Those fucking traitors.”

“I’m glad you’re okay, countess. We were worried sick about you.”

“Thank you for bringing her back to us,” a guard said to Daniel. “Thank you so much.”

“Countess, are you sure you’re alright?”

“I’m fine, really,” Eirene insisted. “Tell me, is Lucy home? Is she here?”

“No, ma’am. I’m afraid we haven’t seen your daughter.”

“We’ve been standing watch here in hopes both of you would be coming back soon.”

“I even checked the inside of the manor a few minutes ago, in case she snuck by us. The house is empty, ma’am.”

“Oh god. Lucy,” Eirene feared, holding her hands over her mouth.

“I’m sure she’s fine, countess,” a copycat assured. “She’s probably sneaking around here somewhere like always.” 

“The ones that tried to take Eirene away,” Daniel mentioned. “They said they were going to kill Lucy as well. We need to find her right now.”

“Kill her?” a guard exclaimed. “What the hell? She’s just a kid, they would really go that far?”

“They wouldn’t really do such a thing, would they? They couldn’t.”

“I know Lucy can get on people’s nerves now and again, but nobody here would want to kill her. That’s just crazy.”

“Please, we have to find her,” Eirene begged. “They said they were going to kill her when they find her, she’s in terrible danger!”

“We will find her, countess,” a guard assured, resting a hand on her shoulder. “And we will bring her home. But you are staying here like we planned. You’re not leaving this place until we’re sure we can keep you safe.”

“But-”

“No buts,” the guard asserted. “Countess, you know that in times of emergency like this that the city guard has the authority to make this call, and I’m making it. You are going to go into your home, and you are going to stay inside where it’s safe. We cannot risk losing you again. Please. Go inside, and promise me you’ll stay there.”

“I have to find my daughter,” Eirene softly voiced. “I can’t lose her. I just can’t.”

“We’re going to bring her home, safe and sound, I promise,” the guard insisted. “So we need to make sure her mother is going to be here to greet her. Now, get inside. That’s an order, ma’am.”

Eirene faltered her words as she looked around and noticed all the copycats nodding at her. Turning to Daniel and Neru, she saw the gargoyle nodding in agreement while Daniel was eyeing the manor.

“You should do as they say, countess,” Neru said. “It’s not safe for you out here right now. And Stonegate is going to need its countess to help restore order real soon.”

“Can you guarantee Eirene will be safe here?” Daniel questioned the copycats.

“We have seven guards stationed around the manor,” one of them replied. “All of which are the countess’ personal guard and who were chosen by the countess herself for the job. We are keeping a sharp watch for anyone coming this way. We also have patrols walking the streets and periodically crossing through here. Her home will be under constant watch. No other visitors will be permitted, not even Doc herself, to enter that residence until we’ve given the all clear. Once Eirene and Lucy are inside, only her personal guard will be allowed to enter for any reason. Nobody is getting to her.”

“Her home is also in the middle of The Cellar,” another mentioned. “If anyone tries to attack this residence to get to her, they’re going to have all of us on them in a matter of moments. This is as safe a place can be for her.”

“I’ll hang onto hope that it’s enough,” Daniel reasoned. “I suppose that’s all we can do now.”

“You need to inform your queen about this,” a copycat said to Neru. “Tell her that we have Countess Eirene secured in her home. The Cellar is under lockdown until we can confirm what exactly happened at the dig site, and if it’s related to what happened in Stonegate. After that, we’ll be coming up to the surface to clean up the mess our traitorous sisters made. Tell your queen that we’re sorry this happened under her mountain and assure her that we are working to get this taken care of right away.”

“She’s not going to be happy to hear Eirene was betrayed,” Neru mentioned with a sharp eye on the feline. “This does not reflect well upon you copycats and our mission here.”

“We know. And we’re sorry,” the guard apologized. “Believe me, none of us wanted any of this to happen. We’re going to fix this, we’re going to set everything straight, so please tell her we’re sorry for this horrendous display. It will not happen again, I assure you.”

“I’ll relay your words,” Neru said. “As to what words she’ll have for you in return, we’ll just have to wait and see. Though I’m betting they’re not going to be very nice ones.”

“I can’t imagine they would be,” the copycat reasoned with a sigh. Neru shook her head before smiling a little at Eirene.

“I guess this is goodbye for now. We’ll meet again, countess. Until then, I hope you and your daughter remain safe. I’ll be sure to reserve two seats at my next show for you both, it’ll be my treat.”

“Thank you, Neru,” Eirene said. “I appreciate it. Please tell Queen Mahovahn I’m thankful for the aid her people have given me, and that I look forward to seeing her again in person very soon.”

“Will do,” Neru agreed with a nod, then turned to Daniel with a curious smile. “And as for you, thanks for the memorable night, Daniel. It was wild, exhilarating, full of surprises, and best of all, it finally ends the whole Stonegate arc that’s been going on for so long now. Don’t get me wrong, it was awesome, but I for one am eager to move things along and stop with all the flashbacks and rewinding of time to cover everything that’s already happened, you know? It’s like, ‘let’s just tell the story, and move things forward, like normal books do’. Am I right or am I right? Anyway, thanks for the fun night. I look forward to meeting you again, perhaps sooner than you think. Hint hint.”

“Uh… yeah, sure,” Daniel replied with a weak smile. “I don’t quite understand everything you just said, but I’m glad you had fun with us. Thank you again for helping me keep the countess safe, Neru. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is all over here, Daniel,” Neru assured, waving around at herself, then over her breasts with a slick smile before down towards her crotch with a wink at the man. Eirene quickly cleared her throat to get their attention, with Neru hopping with a nervous smile before waving at them.

“Right. I’m off then. Take care everyone.”

The gargoyle flapped her wings before taking flight, soaring off towards the catacomb entrances over the city while she started to play a melody on her citole. Daniel smiled amusedly while watching her flying away before seeing Eirene walking up to him with a warm smile at the man.

“Thank you, Daniel,” she said before kissing his cheek. “I would have been lost without you. Thank you for being the knight that I needed today.”

“My pleasure, milady,” Daniel quipped with a gentle salute. “Hopefully next time we meet, we can continue our talk earlier without all the dangerous interruptions.”

“The next time we meet,” Eirene promised while gazing deeply into his eyes. “I’m going to properly thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I have that list you gave me earlier of what you had hoped to receive after all the trouble we caused you recently. I intend to repay you in full, with interest.”

Daniel smiled calmly at the woman as she twitched her eyebrow while purring softly, her eyes glancing down at his pants briefly before she winked at him then turned to walk away.

“Please make sure Daniel and his family are safely escorted out of the mountain,” Eirene requested the guards. “And see to it that my daughter is returned to me as soon as possible.”

“Right away, countess,” a copycat agreed with a salute.

“Please follow me this way,” a guard said, waving Daniel to the side. “I’ll take you to where you’ll find your companions.”

Daniel nodded as he watched Eirene walking up to the front door of her manor, with the woman glancing back at him with a small smile before she entered the residence.

“You heard the countess,” a copycat called out. “Let’s move. Split up and find Lucy, we need her brought home to her mother before anything bad happens to her. And stay alert. Whether the dig site collapsing was just an accident or not, we now know treachery is afoot among our people. Keep the citizens calm and indoors while we deal with this corruption before it destroys all that we’ve worked so hard to build.”

“Right,” the guards agreed. They quickly dispersed, with some running off into the streets while others took up positions around Eirene’s home. Daniel observed the copycats running about with waving tails and weapons held in hand, noticed Eirene watching him from a window on the ground level of her home, gave her a small wave goodbye, and then followed the copycat guard that stayed by his side. The two walked away together along the street while Eirene kept her eyes on the man, her tail slowly waving behind as she watched Daniel vanishing behind a building with his escort. Taking the note he gave her out of her pocket, she eyed the list of special items he had hoped to acquire for his family, a curious murmur being made as she looked it over.

“I wonder. He did them all at the same time. Is he planning on proposing to all of them at the same time too?”

*****

Far from where the underground city beneath Stonegate was built, across the rolling fields that lay next to the hidden municipal, and dug into the side of the cavern that housed the concealed countryside, there was a large tunnel that had watchtowers constructed on either side of it, along with a worn cobblestone road that led into the wide corridor which had flaming basins hung overhead to light the way. Gargoyles could be seen on perches along the walls within the tunnel that traveled upwards on a slow incline towards the surface, while copycats were stationed in the watchtowers and around the passageway’s entrance that they kept a close eye on.

Leaning against the wall of a watchtower while under guard by several copycats, Triska kept her hand on her sheathed sword’s handle while she appeared to be focusing on remaining calm at the moment. Next to her was Clover, the elf also leaning back against the wall with her arms crossed while her eyes were sharply glancing side to side as she seemed a little less at ease than the cambion was.

Standing close to them were Specca and Doku, both looking off into the distance towards where clouds of smoke and haze were lingering above the dig site. Next to them, Alyssa had her curious eyes wandering across the gargoyles that were as still as statues within the nearby tunnel, with the witch questioning if they were indeed sculptures or living monstergirls. Off to the side Sheal was pacing back and forth, the salamander woman’s softly glowing eyes constantly searching for her master’s approach from either the main road that led towards the city or the smaller pathways that branched out to the sides.

“We shouldn’t be here,” Clover grunted. “We’re just sitting here doing nothing while Daniel could be in danger right now.”

“I’m well aware of that, Clover,” Triska pointed out. “However, our king ordered us to behave ourselves down here. They have the city locked down and the way back up to Stonegate is off-limits to everyone. What are we supposed to do? If we force our way back up to Stonegate, we’ll ruin any negotiations that Daniel is forging with Eirene right now. We have to do as they say and wait for word from Daniel.”

“Something wrong is happening, Triska,” Clover warned. “The whole fucking cave shook like crazy and they’re saying something bad happened at the dig site where Calam was. I’ve overheard some of the guards even mentioning The Sisterhood might be responsible. What if they’re attacking Stonegate right now, what if our man is in danger as we speak? We have to-”

“Clover,” Triska snapped, shooting the elf a sharp look. “As I said, I’m well aware of the situation. And believe me, I want to return to Daniel’s side more than you think. But if we go against the copycats down here and fight our way back to the surface, we’ll be making enemies with more people than we already have. Daniel needs to win this alliance with the copycats. We need their support to help our cause. And we certainly do not need to make them and the gargoyles our enemies because we acted hastily at the wrong time. Take it from someone who has fucked up plenty of times in the past by doing just that, we need to keep in control and wait until we know for certain what is happening, or else we will make things much worse for Daniel.”

“I guess so, but still…” Clover worried.

“You know our Daniel can handle himself,” Triska mentioned. “He’ll be just fine. Besides, he’s not alone up there. Eirene is with him, and that means the guards of Stonegate will be keeping a close eye on them. If the city really is being attacked, both Daniel and Eirene would be escorted down here for safety. He has a literal garrison of copycats surrounding him, he shouldn’t have any trouble returning to us.”

Clover breathed out as she held her hands over her face, taking a moment to calm herself before she showed the cambion a slight smile.

“Yeah, I suppose that is true. Doesn’t change the fact that I’m worried about him. I know he’s one of the strongest humans in Eden, but I don’t think I’ll ever stop fearing for his safety when things get crazy like this.”

“We’re all worried about him, and that’s normal, Clover,” Triska reasoned. “I’ve been using all the restraint I can not to charge out of here and go looking for him. We just need to keep calm and hope things aren't as bad as they seem."

Clover nodded while taking a slow breath before she glanced to the girl with a raised eyebrow.

"Since when are you the voice of reason and self-control? If any of us were to go hacking and slashing their way to Daniel's side at the first sign of trouble, it would have been you."

"Daniel made it quite clear he wants me to be in control of myself and my heated... emotions," Triska replied with a knowing smile. "If I were to go ‘hacking and slashing’ my way up to him right now, I don’t think he would be too happy with the mess I would make. He told me to behave, so that’s what I’m going to do. Anything my king asks of me, it shall be done.”

"Translation; he fucked you into total submission," Clover snickered. “And really did turn you into his bitch.”

"I like to think I’ve always been his," Triska reasoned with a shrug. “And just as I said before, I would gladly be anything that man asks of me. Anything at all. Something tells me you’re no different, Clover.”

“Yeah, maybe not,” Clover smirked. “Though I don’t know if the title ‘breeding bitch’ is right for me. That seems more suitable for someone like you, Triska.”

“Oh, is that so?” Triska mused with a curious smile. “You don’t like the title my king bestowed upon me? Don’t tell me that’s jealousy I’m hearing.”

“Don’t get me wrong, it fits you well,” Clover insisted. “And if the thought of being used as a piece of meat for his carnal desires and being forced to give birth for him over and over again makes you happy, then I say be happy, Triska.”

“Thank you,” Triska politely replied.

“But I think my king can give me a more appropriate title that would put me in my place better than that.”

“Really now?” Triska amusedly asked. “And what sort of title were you thinking of?”

“Blowpig comes to mind,” Clover answered with a playful glance, with the two girls breaking out into laughter.

“Oh, I see,” Triska said, with Clover nodding proudly. “That certainly does describe you well. I’ll be sure to mention that to Daniel when we get back. Maybe we can have him declare your official title in front of all your people before he puts you in your proper place before their very eyes.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time, Triska,” Clover quipped, with the two girls laughing again. Triska smiled amusedly at the elf and shook her head before noticing Sheal suddenly sprinting past them. The girls turned to see the salamander running down the road towards Daniel and his copycat escort who came into view over the bend.

"See?" Triska smirked. "I told you he would be fine and have no trouble getting to us."

"Hold on a second," Clover jested. "How do we know that's not a copycat disguised as Daniel? This could all be some sort of treacherous plot by the copycats to fool us."

They watched as Sheal rushed up to Daniel, embraced him with a deep kiss, and then eagerly nuzzled against his cheek and neck as she held onto the man who laughed and tried to keep his balance from the overzealous girl.

"Because if that was a copycat disguised as Daniel, she would be screaming in agony right now," Triska answered as she and the girls started walking towards them.

"I missed you too, Sheal," Daniel said, gently pushing the salamander woman off him. "Calm down. If you burn my clothes off here it's going to be a rather embarrassing walk back home."

"I'm sorry, master," Sheal apologized, looking him over with adoring eyes. "I was just so worried about you. There's fear of an attack occurring, there was an explosion and everyone started panicking, we didn't know what was happening. We wanted to come see you on the surface, but they said we couldn't go up to Stonegate and had to wait here for you."

"I know," Daniel said, gently holding her cheek. "Things got a little crazy tonight, and I'm sorry you were all caught up in it. I'm glad to see you're okay."

He smiled while admiring the fiery beauty he held before seeing the other girls gathering near him.

"Daniel, what's going on?" Triska asked. "They're saying the dig site down here fell under attack as well as the surface city, and that The Sisterhood may have been responsible. Is that true?"

"I don't know exactly what happened down here," Daniel said. "It sounds like there may have been an accident underground and people started to assume the worst. Hopefully it's not as serious as everyone fears it is. As for what happened on the surface, we did have some trouble as well. It wasn't The Sisterhood. At least, not directly."

"What do you mean?" Doku asked. "What happened to you, dear?"

"I'll explain on the way back, there's a lot to go over. For now, we need to be going, we have to return home to the others and be on our way. If we stay any longer, it’s only going to cause more problems."

"Whatever you say, Daniel," Clover agreed.

"The back exit for The Cellar is through there," the copycat guard said, pointing to the nearby tunnel. "Just follow the road up and it will take you to the hidden gate we have at the base of the mountain on the surface level. The gargoyles there will open the gate for you and let you out, just be mindful that the gate can’t be opened from the other side. Once you’re out, you’re out. From there, it's a short walk to the road that travels alongside the mountain, you should be able to find your way home from there."

"Thank you," Daniel replied. "Tell the countess we wish her well, and hope to see her again soon."

The guard nodded before turning to leave, with Daniel and his girls then heading off towards the tunnel together. As they did, they noticed the copycats at the entrance and in the watchtowers closely observing them, with some whispering to one another while a few seemed to be examining them carefully.

“Daniel?” Triska asked. “Did your talk with Eirene not go well? The copycats don’t seem as friendly with us as they were earlier tonight.”

“We ran into a few problems during the talks,” Daniel admitted. “Though it wasn’t because of anything I said. Let’s just say trouble came for us both. Eirene is okay, she’s taken shelter in her home, but we’re not going to be safe until we return to ours. That’s one of the reasons why we need to leave right now.”

“I see,” Triska mused. “And, is there another reason why we’re leaving?”

“The copycats are dealing with a domestic problem, and having outsiders in their city isn’t helping with that. We’ve been asked to leave until they restore order again.”

“Everyone did seem to be going crazy earlier,” Specca agreed. “And Calam, she went to the dig site before everything fell into chaos. I hope she’s okay.”

“Is it true The Sisterhood played a part in all this?” Alyssa asked, hopping closer to him. “The copycats said they lost contact with Stonegate during the confusion. What happened with you and Eirene?”

Daniel saw the witch watching him closely, glanced back at the hidden city before it vanished from view as they walked up the exit tunnel, then looked forward again while the girls listened for what he had to say.

“We learned that the fight with The Sisterhood is far from over for both of us.”

*****

Walking down the street, Daniel’s copycat escort made her way back towards Eirene’s manor, her eyes glancing around at the homes she passed that remained quiet without any movement seen in the windows.

“I can’t believe all this happened so suddenly. I hope it’s over soon. I hate seeing our people so afraid like this.”

As she approached Eirene’s home, she saw the guards standing at attention around the estate while also noticing a patrol of their watchwomen crossing the street and continuing their route through the city.

“All finished?” a guard asked the approaching copycat.

“Yes. Daniel Sorres and his companions are leaving through the exit tunnel now,” the woman replied. She glanced at the manor then looked around to see nobody else in the streets nearby. “Anything to report?”

“No. Aside from our patrols, nobody else has been seen coming near here. Everything is quiet around here.”

“Good,” the woman said. She glanced to the guard and nodded before she made her way up to the front door of the manor and went inside. The guards outside watched her enter, exchanged silent looks with each other, then resumed watching for anyone coming their way.

Inside the manor, the copycat sighed as she rested back against the door, shaking her head slowly with a slight amount of empathy on her face.

“Sorry about this, Eirene,” she said, watching as the countess was in the middle of the foyer with three other guards. Thrashing about desperately, Eirene screamed as the women were tying her up from feet to chest in rope, all of them holding the squirming woman down as they worked to bind her securely.

“Wait, please, no!” Eirene cried out. “Don’t do this! I’m begging you, please don’t do this! Please!”

The countess shook her head with a loud shriek before a gag was fastened over her mouth, the woman now crying as she felt the guards roughly handling her as they tightened her binds.

“I am sorry, but we have to do it,” the guard by the door continued. “You know as well as all of us that as long as you’re here, The Sisterhood won’t stop coming after you. And if they come after you, they’ll find all of us down here. And if they find us down here, we’re all dead. We had hoped by letting those bounty hunters take you away we would have moved Stonegate out of The Sisterhood’s sights, but you just had to be stubborn and come back again. Why can’t you just accept what must be done and die with dignity? It’s either you or all of us, quit being so selfish and accept responsibility for your actions.”

Eirene shook her head with muffled cries as the women finished tying the ropes around her. One of them pulled her head back while another fastened a heavy black collar around the woman’s neck. Locking the choker in place with a key, the guard examined the tag that was attached to the collar.

“Don’t bother changing your appearance when you meet The Sisterhood,” she mentioned with a brief glance at Eirene’s terrified face. “This collar will identify you as the Countess of Stonegate. Sorry it’s not as fancy as the one your husband gave you, but I think it suits you just fine. Consider it a parting gift from all of us.”

The copycats lifted Eirene up and carried her into the backroom where a large crate was waiting for them. Placing the whimpering countess in the box, the guards then stood over her while watching the woman with solemn looks.

“Don’t worry,” a guard mentioned. “We’ll see to it that the Countess of Stonegate makes a public appearance after you’re gone, and lets the people know that she’s chosen to do the honorable thing and turn herself in to The Sisterhood in order to spare the lives of everyone else. You’ll die a hero for your noble sacrifice, Eirene.”

“As for your daughter,” another guard added. “It was never our intention to go so far as to kill her. What the watchwomen on the surface were going to do to her, that wasn’t part of the plan, honest. If we find her, she’ll be taken to the orphanage to live there with the other kids. Though she’s certainly not going to become the next Countess of Stonegate, not after how you raised her. Still, that thought should make this easier for you, yes?”

Eirene shook her head as she cried while watching them all with fearful eyes, her muffled screams failing to carry past the walls of the room she was in and be heard by anyone outside.

“Why didn’t we take both her and Daniel when we had the chance?” a copycat questioned the others. “The Sisterhood was paying even more for that man than they are for her. If we would have handed them both over, we would have gained even more of their favor and ensured our people wouldn’t be bothered by them.”

“Because that man is apparently a king now,” a guard explained. “With an army of centaurs and elves following him. If we didn’t let him go, that same army would have come here looking for him. We already have a target on our back thanks to Eirene being here, we don’t need to add to that and have even more potential enemies threatening our people. Letting him go was our only option.”

Eirene screamed and shook in her box before seeing the copycats lifting the cover to the crate and placing it on top. They started hammering in nails while Eirene was heard thumping inside as she tried shaking free from her binds.

“Eirene? Sweetie?” a guard spoke close to the box. “You’re going to The Sisterhood, either alive or dead. If we have to jam a sword through this crate to shut you up, we will. You hear me?”

The countess was heard sobbing inside the box while she stopped moving around, something the guard nodded from before stepping back and looking over the crate.

“Alright, let’s get her out of here,” she said as they lifted the box up. The women carried it out the back of the manor to where a wagon was parked with two horses at the front. At the driver’s seat were two copycats in dark cloaks, both watching with solemn eyes as the guards placed the box in the back next to other crates and baskets. Throwing a few old blankets over Eirene’s box, the guards then hopped off the ride while another was speaking to the drivers.

“Take her straight to Verrenmire,” the guard ordered. “The Sisterhood recently occupied that settlement. Give her to whoever is in charge there, let them know she doesn’t speak for the rest of us, and if you can get the money for her bounty then fine, do it. Otherwise just get the hell out of there as soon as you can.”

“You don’t have to tell us twice,” one of the driver’s said before she cracked the reins. The horses started trotting ahead down the road with the wheels of the wagon clacking beneath it, with the copycats in the street watching them go before turning to one another.

“I’ll make my appearance tomorrow as Eirene and let the public know the countess will be leaving for the good of Stonegate,” a copycat said. “After that, all we can do is pray The Sisterhood marches their godforsaken army past our home and leaves us be.”

“Giving them this gift should persuade them to leave us alone,” another reasoned.

“All we can do is hope,” a guard sighed before they began dispersing. As they did, the copycat took off her gold bandana and looked at it with a remorseful eye, her gaze then moving onto the wagon that was rolling away in the distance.

“I am sorry, Eirene, but we had no other choice. I’m sure before you die, you’ll come to understand this.”

*****

Flying up through the air out of the large excavation pit, a succubus dressed in white carried a wounded man who was holding his bloodied arm. The Darker One flew down to where a few tents were erected with dozens of injured humans and monstergirls lying on blankets underneath. Gremlins and human women were busy bandaging the workers that managed to escape the collapse while a few copycats were inspecting others for injury.

“Thank you,” the man coughed as the succubus set him down on a blanket. “Thank you for getting me out of there.”

“Rest now,” the succubus said, gently holding a hand to his head. She looked him over with an empathetic eye before a woman knelt at his side to start dressing his arm.

“Just hold on. You’re going to be okay,” she assured with a worried smile.

The succubus gave the man a kiss on the cheek before she left the tent, her wings arching behind before she took off into the air and shot back down into the pit.

“That woman’s no succubus,” the man grunted. “She’s a goddamn angel.”

The succubus soared down into the dark pit, with hoists being used to pull up more wounded workers in safety cradles all around the edge of the quarry. The injured monsters and humans were pulled up to the surface where they were quickly taken over to the medical tents, while copycats watched over the area as they remained on high alert.

“What the hell did this?” one of them cursed. “Was it really The Sisterhood?”

“It couldn’t have been them. They have no idea we’re down here, and even if they did, they couldn’t have tunneled so far as to come up beneath us like this. It had to be a mining accident.”

“We’ve never had a mining accident that hit the entire dig site like this,” another copycat argued. “I mean the whole place shook like crazy! And we’ve never had groundquakes strike The Cellar once in all its history. Something happened down there, something not natural.”

“Maybe the dig team found something they shouldn’t have,” a guard worried. “They’ve been bringing up strange relics for some time now, who knows what all is buried down there.”

“Check with the survivors, someone had to have seen at least something before this occurred, and we need to find out what it was.”

While everyone ran around in a panic and helped move the wounded over to the medical tents, one copycat guard was standing at the edge of the pit while examining the deep hole. Her ear twitched before she looked to the side, a surprised gasp being made as she saw an ant girl in white slowly climbing up the rocky wall towards the surface.

“Calam? Is that you?” the copycat asked, running over to her. She quickly stopped with a squeak as she stared with wide eyes, herself and those nearby slowly coming to a halt as they saw the ant girl grabbing hold of the ground and pulling herself up onto it.

“Calam?” a troll slowly said, with everyone staring in awe at seeing the ant girl standing before them. Her tunic was ripped and burned in places, her hair was messy with some ends being singed, her insect abdomen appeared scratched with a strange metallic gleam coming from the marks, and it looked like she had bandaged an arm and a leg with tattered rags. Her face was covered in dirt with burns seen on her cheeks and forehead, the ant girl slowly using one hand which had its glove missing over her fingers to gently brush her hair away from her face.

“Oh my god. Calam,” a copycat breathed out as she came closer. She gently touched the ant girl’s shoulder before Calamity looked at her with a cold stare. “Are you okay? You look horrible.”

“No, I’m not okay,” Calamity replied. “It’s been a very… bad night for me, my dear.”

“You poor thing. Come with us, we’ll get those wounds treated right away.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Calamity said, brushing off the woman’s hand from her shoulder before she started walking away. “I’ll be fine. Now if you’ll excuse me, I want to go rest for a moment.”

“But… Calam… you’re…” the copycat worried, looking over the ant girl before showing a puzzled expression at seeing the strange metal gleams coming from her abdomen. “What… what happened to you? Is that shrapnel in your abdomen? Oh god, you need to see Doc right away.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Calamity said. “As I said, I'm fine. Tend to your wounded and leave me be.”

“Um… sure,” the copycat slowly said, watching as the ant girl marched off with those in her way quickly parting. Calamity paid them no mind despite the worried and shocked looks she was receiving, ignoring any and all calls or questions that were spoken to her as she appeared completely focused on something else.

Walking past the medical tents and away from everyone else, Calamity entered a large tent near the dig site that held rows of tables with archaeological finds placed on them while storage crates were seen piled up everywhere. The ant girl walked over to a stack of boxes, looked over the labels on them, then promptly pushed the top two crates off the one they were stacked upon. As they crashed onto the ground and spilled strange relics with oddly glowing bits to them, Calamity ripped open the bottom crate and tossed aside the cover. She looked over what was inside before reaching in and grabbing hold of something.

From the entryway, two copycats and a gremlin came in, looking around in confusion before seeing the toppled crates that had spilled their contents.

“What the hell? Was someone in here?” a copycat asked as they searched around the tent, spotting nobody else there with them. The gremlin rushed over and started putting the fallen artifacts into their boxes again, neither her nor the copycats noticing the flap to the tent behind them appearing to brush aside on its own momentarily.

*****

Inside Eirene’s manor, a few copycats were seated in the living room on the ground level, all of them drinking bottles of wine that they took from the countess’ cellar.

“I hope they kill her quickly,” one mentioned before taking a drink. “But something tells me she won’t be so lucky.”

“Try not to think about it,” another urged. “No matter what happens to her, it won’t last. Soon she’ll be with her husband again in the underworld. She’ll be a hero in the eyes of everyone here. And her sacrifice means we get to keep living. She couldn’t have asked for a more noble exit from this world.”

“To Countess Eirene,” the third said, raising her bottle. The three women toasted to the woman’s name and took a drink, with a sudden clatter in the kitchen prompting them to jump to attention. They looked over to the side of the room where a rustle was heard briefly, the three copycats tensing up before seeing Calamity walking into the room while cleaning her face with a wet rag.

“Calam?” a copycat asked.

“When did you get here?”

“A few minutes ago,” Calamity said, tossing aside the rag before raising an eyebrow at the women. “I’m sorry, did I interrupt something here? Looks like you’re having a small party of sorts in Countess Eirene’s home. And what might we be celebrating at a time like this?”

“Just that we’re still alive,” a guard reasoned with a shrug. “That’s something to be thankful for, right?”

“Indeed it is. So tell me, where is Eirene?” Calamity wondered. “Is she still in Stonegate with Daniel Sorres, or is she joining this little celebration of life you’re holding?”

“She’s not home right now,” another copycat answered. “She was earlier, but she had to leave to settle a problem we were having. She’s all tied up at the moment.”

"I see. And, Daniel Sorres? Is he still with her?" Calamity asked.

"He took his leave with his companions about an hour ago," a copycat replied.

"Oh? So he's not here or in Stonegate now?" Calamity mused with a raised eyebrow. "Are you certain of this?"

"I escorted him to the exit tunnel for The Cellar myself," a guard assured. "He should be long gone from this area by now."

"Good to know," Calamity said, pondering that thought for a moment before eyeing the copycats curiously. "So Eirene is busy with her countess duties, the dig site is in chaos with many of our friends either injured or missing down below, and you three decided that made it okay to sit in her home and drink her wine? Is that correct?"

“Um… well, you see…” a copycat nervously said with a weak smile. Calamity narrowed her eyes at them, with the guards showing uneasy looks on their faces, before the ant girl smiled and shrugged carelessly.

“Don’t worry. I understand. It’s been rather hectic around here tonight. You just need a small break to rest your nerves. I get it.”

“Yeah. That’s right. It has been pretty crazy, huh?” a copycat nervously laughed.

“Not to fear, I won’t tell anyone about this little break of yours,” Calamity promised, holding a finger over her lips with a sly smile. “Though in exchange, can you girls do me a favor while you’re here?”

“Sure. How can we help you?”

Calamity walked out into the hall for a moment before she came back in, with the copycats watching curiously as the ant girl carried a strange relic of ancient design with both hands. Setting it down on the table in the middle of the room, the three guards leaned closer while looking at it in wonder.

"What is that thing?" one asked, staring at what looked like a large round ball made of sleek gray steel plates, the four sections of the sphere having thin glowing engravings of soft yellow light running across them. On the upper left plate were nine small round black buttons placed in a grid formation along with a wide black panel below them. The object was suspended in a boxed frame of thin yet sturdy black metal bars that held the ball in place from the bottom and top with firm yet slightly flexible supports.

"I'm afraid there's been trouble at the dig site," Calamity said as she gently brushed the steel orb. "You see, someone has stolen something very valuable from there. Something I was working very hard on uncovering. Something that I put a lot of time and effort into retrieving for so long now. I don't know who from the dig team would have done such a thing, but they will be punished severely for this crime, that I am certain of."

"There was a theft at the dig site? Are you sure?" a copycat asked.

"Is that what caused the accident? Someone broke in to steal something?"

"What did they steal? What was it?"

"Just something of immeasurable value," Calamity replied with a bite. "Something many here wouldn't even be able to properly comprehend should they be staring right at it. Something that absolutely does not belong in the grubby hands of wretched thieves. Though I am told it is being recovered as we speak, I am still feeling rather cross about this unfortunate turn of events."

"I'm sorry to hear about that," a copycat said. "I hope whatever was taken from you is returned quickly. Whoever did that will pay a hefty price for all the damage they caused tonight."

"You don't think Lucy had anything to do with this, do you?" a guard worried. "That damned brat is always taking things that don't belong to her."

"No, it couldn't have been Lucy," Calamity reasoned as she started pushing buttons on the sphere which lit up with blue light briefly. "She wouldn't have been able to steal this particular treasure from me. It had to have been someone working at the dig site, someone who must have known what it was they were taking and how to take it. How they were smart enough to do so, that remains a mystery. Still, this is my problem to deal with, not yours."

The copycats looked at her curiously then at the orb as it suddenly started whirring quietly while the lights running along the engravings shifted to moving segments of yellow and orange. The panel below the buttons lit up with foreign emblems on it, seeming to cycle through several different characters before one by one they began to disappear.

"Clearly I can't trust anyone at the dig site right now," Calamity said with a bitter smirk. "So I thought it best to bring this particular artifact here for safekeeping. You see, I had planned to give this special gift to Eirene one day, so I thought why wait any longer."

"What is it?" a copycat asked.

"It's a spectacular device from an age long past," Calamity said while fancifully waving at it. "This thing can create wonderful displays of light like you couldn't imagine. It truly is a magical wonder with the shows it can put on. I'm sure Eirene would find it to be awe-inspiring when she sees it."

"Really? That's incredible. How does it work?"

"It's rather complicated," Calamity replied. "You don't need to worry about how it works though, it’s already preparing to start. It does take a little bit to wind up, but not terribly long. Will you girls please make sure nobody touches it until Eirene gets here? I'll see if I can find our dear countess and persuade her to put her duties on hold just for a moment so she can enjoy the magic up close before it begins."

"We'll watch over it for you," a copycat said with a shrug. "But with everything happening right now, I fear the countess may be quite unreachable for the time being. You might have to wait until she shows up on her own to present her this gift."

"Oh darn. Well, I'll at least take a quick look around for her," Calamity reasoned. "If we don't make it back in time, you girls can enjoy the show yourselves. Just make sure nobody touches it while I'm gone, okay?"

"You can count on us," a copycat agreed while holding up her drink. Calamity nodded and walked out of the room towards the back of the manor, with the guards leaning back in their seats while watching the humming metal sphere with curious eyes.

Exiting through the backdoor of Eirene's home, Calamity walked along the stone path past the gardens and fence before crossing the street to where a few copycat guards were standing. Among them was a horse that a copycat held the reins to, with Calamity taking them from the woman before she promptly hopped up onto the steed.

"What the? Calam?" the copycat exclaimed. "What are you doing?"

"Sorry, dear, but I need to borrow your horse," Calamity said before snapping the reins. She took off down the street while the copycats watched her in confusion, her horse galloping along as she showed a focused look in her eyes. She raced out of town, through the empty plains on the dirt road, and then finally towards the exit tunnel at the back of the cavern. Copycats watched the ant girl riding past them without giving the guards so much as a fleeting glance or friendly wave.

"Was that Calam?" a guard asked.

"Where is she going in such a hurry?"

Inside Eirene's manor, the three women watched the whirring device with questioning looks, with one of them noticing the cycling emblems on the small panel growing shorter and shorter.

"So... what exactly is supposed to happen?" she asked.

The device's engravings had flowing yellow and orange segments running through them for a moment longer before they all suddenly turned red. With a sharp hiss, the four panels of the sphere parted and moved outward on moving mechanical arms, revealing a clear orb inside that held swirling red and yellow lights with streaks of electricity crackling through it. The room was bathed in the ominous glow while the copycats stared in surprise at it, with a rising screech coming from the ball as it rumbled with energy.

"I don't think I like this light show," one of the guards mewled nervously.

With a sudden flash and powerful bang, the device exploded into a swirling fireball of red and white light that immediately vaporized the manor and all within it. In an instant, the entire compound and every block around it was blasted apart by the growing explosion that continued plowing through the ground and surrounding city without pause. Towers were blown to pieces while homes were leveled without warning, the deafening bang from the detonation drawing surprise and alarm from those in The Cellar before they saw the expanding fireball swiftly approaching them.

Screams were heard throughout the cavern only briefly before witnesses were either struck and pulverized by the concussive force, hit with the shockwave which fried them to a crisp, or completely destroyed by the rupturing ground racing past along with the growing fireball that roared violently as it incinerated everything in its path. Those in their homes only had time to hold one another out of fright before they were killed by the blast, while everyone at the dig site watched in horror as the cataclysmic eruption rushed towards them before annihilating everything above and even below ground in the tunnels with overwhelming force.

Built against the wall of the cavern, away from the main city by way of a winding dirt road, stood a broken-down abbey atop a small hill. Standing before the open doors on the stone steps, two copycats watched in shock as a blast erupted in the city before it grew at alarming speed while demolishing the entire settlement and ravaging the land around it.

"What in Eden is that?" one cried out.

"What's happening out there?" a human woman called out from inside. Next to her was Diago, the ant girl's antennae twitching as she sensed something dangerous approaching. The same that Jericho's was as she quickly looked around with a startle. Beside her was Moriko, the witch seeing a bright light shining into the building from out front while a horrible rumbling was felt drawing closer. She looked behind to see over a dozen children of both human and monster races frozen in fear along with Diago's Six at the front, while near them were copycat caretakers who stumbled from the floor suddenly shaking.

"Oh my GOD!" the other copycat at the doorway screamed. "We’re all going to die!"

The two guards at the door shrieked as the light grew brighter against them, with Moriko quickly taking out a piece of black chalk from her bunny pouch before she ran to the side and started drawing a large circle on the floor around those in the hall.

"Get in the circle, now!" she called out. "Hurry if you want to live!"

Everyone inside quickly ran towards the middle of the hall as Moriko ran around them, with the witch finishing the circle just as the roaring explosion outside came upon the abbey. The inside of the circle turned black before everyone atop it suddenly dropped with screams, all of them falling into a dark hole while the sight of the orphanage above along with the two copycat guards that failed to reach the circle in time were obliterated by the fiery blast before the magical circle was erased.

The powerful explosion ripped through the entire cavern, destroying everything while slamming against the walls and plowing further through the rock. Fire and debris filled the Stonegate catacombs while the forceful blast barreled through everything in its path.

"What the hell is that?" Hilda asked, the woman sitting on one of Doc's benches in her infirmary while the giant butterfly was bandaging her hand. The two looked around nervously as the entire room shook while the hooks and chains overhead rattled and swayed wildly.

"Something tells me this is not a good sign," Doc said with a weak smile. "Call me crazy, but it almost sounds like-"

The wall near the doorway exploded with fire and rubble blasting through, annihilating everything around it while the two women screamed and ran away towards the far wall. Hilda stumbled in her steps before she quickly tackled Doc down underneath her, with a support pillar dropping over and crashing into the wall just short of crushing them while the wave of destruction rolled past.

Riding her steed up the exit tunnel, Calamity held her hand out and focused a blazing surge of crystalline light around it. Gargoyles watched in surprise as the ant girl fired a blast of searing energy up through the tunnel to where it hit a stone wall, blasting the hidden gate apart to reveal the night sky beyond it.

"Calam! What are you doing?" a gargoyle cried out, watching as the ant girl raced past them and shot out through the destroyed gateway. The gargoyles stared at the sight in shock before the tunnel started shaking, with some looking back down the corridor and screaming as they saw a wave of fire and debris rushing towards them at incredible speed.

Calamity rode her horse away from the base of the mountain before she looked back just in time to see the tunnel exploding while shooting out a column of fire and smoldering debris high into the air. Burnt rubble and the broken remains of charred gargoyles dropped to the ground behind Calamity as she turned her horse onto a dirt road, the ant girl showing a dark smile at the sight before she rode off into the night.

On the opposite side of the mountain, the hidden gateway at the back of Stonegate exploded with equal power, demolishing the nearby area while the monster city began to rumble with the ground shaking all throughout it. The lamias near the city gate looked back to see Stonegate trembling behind them while the streets started cracking with ominous red light shining up from below. Without warning the entire city lurched upward before everything collapsed behind the stone ramparts, with the lamias and gargoyles who were perched on the walls watching in horror as the entire settlement dropped into a deep pit of crumbling rock with bursts of flame. All of Stonegate along with a large chunk from the bottom of the mountain behind the city fell into the newly formed crater while screams of terror and agony were heard echoing through the air.

High up on the mountain where a stone palace was built near the top, Neru and other gargoyles were looking down at the sight with horror from perches, terraces, and suspended walkways all over the grand citadel. Neru slowly shook her head while some of her kin took flight towards the fallen city, with the gargoyle’s hands barely managing to hold onto her musical instrument as she wavered slightly atop her feet. After seeing the entire city of Stonegate falling into ruin before her eyes, she shakily spoke above a whisper.

“That… does not rock.”

*****

Under the moonlight while sitting on a dead log, Ember was gazing up at the starry sky above while the trees rustled behind her. In front of the girl was a steep cliff overlooking the countryside, with its winding river and a small settlement that was nestled in the hills being seen as the clouds above slowly drifted away.

She sat there, not saying a word while stoically staring at the twinkling lights above. Only when a twig snapped did she finally glance behind, her golden eye watching as an elf came towards her from the shadowy thicket with a very creepy looking bow holstered over her shoulder.

“Took you long enough,” Ember dryly said. “I thought we were supposed to get started this morning.”

“Are you complaining about having the whole day to yourself?” Shadow quipped as she came up behind the girl. “A whole day of just being up here, with fresh air and warm sunlight, and surrounded by all the miracles of life itself; was it really so bad for you? Would you have rather waited down below until we were ready just now? I for one would have imagined you would be awfully grateful that you were brought here sooner rather than later. Especially given the alternative.”

Ember showed an uneasy frown as Shadow rested her hands on the girl’s shoulders.

“You spent only a single day in hell, Ember,” Shadow recalled. “One day, that was all. So how was it? How did you like it there? I’m sure a cute little girl like you received plenty of attention, didn’t you? Oh yes, I can only imagine the things they would have done to an adorable little thing like yourself.”

Ember started shaking while showing a terrified expression that she hid from Shadow by lowering her head.

“What was it you called yourself when you were alive?” Shadow wondered. “You had a specific moniker as all witches do. What was it again? Oh yes. Ember the Hellfire Witch. That’s right. Did you not enjoy living up to your own name? Did the real hell not feel like home to you?”

“Stop,” Ember whimpered, shutting her eyes. Shadow shook her head before gently brushing the trembling girl’s hair.

“They must have loved you down there, that much goes without saying. However, someone up above must have loved you a bit more, because here you are, being given one more chance at salvation.”

She then pulled Ember’s hair back to look down at the fallen witch’s nervous face.

“Maybe they took pity on you because you’re just a kid, or maybe they thought you would come in handy for this assignment given who you once were. Either way, you should be fucking grateful you’ve been given another chance. That said, I don’t want to hear a single complaint out of you, do you hear me? This is your last chance to prove you don’t belong down there. This is your last chance to save your cute little ass before it becomes theirs. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ember breathed out. “I understand.”

“Please, call me Shadow,” the elf replied with a smirk. “That is my name after all. Now, I do apologize for being a little late. We had a few things to take care of before we could make the trip. Things are pretty busy in the underworld right now, let’s just say that. But now we’re here, now we can begin, so let’s try to get along, okay?”

“Okay,” Ember softly said. “Whatever you say, Shadow.”

“Good girl,” Shadow cooed before letting go of her hair. Ember stood up while brushing down her hair with a flustered grimace while the elf glanced around the area and casually straightened her glove.

“So what do we do now?” Ember asked. “I was only told to meet with you wardens and help with a problem you’re having.”

“Someone is messing with fate,” Shadow explained. “Well, at first we believed it was just one who was doing so. Now we have reason to believe there are more up here messing up the grand order.”

“Messing with fate?” Ember repeated.

“Yes. People are dying way ahead of their destined ends. So many souls are dropping down below who shouldn’t have passed on yet. It’s gotten so bad that the viceroys are calling a state of emergency in their territories in the underworld. Among them is our boss, who ever so politely ordered us to get the fuck up here and straighten this shit out before it’s our asses on the line. And that’s putting what she said nicely.”

“People are dying ahead of their time?” Ember questioned. “I thought everyone was fated to die when they were supposed to. How can others interfere with that?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Shadow said, glancing behind her. Ember turned to see another elf walking towards them from the thicket, this one appearing more friendly at first glance.

“This is my fellow warden, Zoey,” Shadow introduced, with Zoey waving at Ember with a smile. “She’s volunteered to help us sort this problem out. Zoey, this is the witch from hell that we’ve been partnered with, Ember.”

“So you’re the naughty girl who went to hell,” Zoey mused. “What was that like?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Ember stressed through gritted teeth. “Ever.”

“Fair enough,” Zoey replied with a shrug. “Say, Shadow? Why did they send her to help us? And how? I thought once a soul crosses The Horizon to their next destination, there was no coming back.”

“She’s a unique case,” Shadow replied, getting curious looks from both of them. “She received a special recommendation that she be given one last chance to prove she can be a good soul. It was our own viceroy herself that put in the request.”

“She was the one who got me out of hell?” Ember wondered. “But… why? Who is she? Why would she do that for me?”

“Her name is Tora,” Shadow explained. “Apparently, she knew your mother very well, though not in a good way. From what I’ve heard, they had some bad history together. She even tried to kill your mother before you had your chance with it. Seems a lot of people hate your mother now that I think about it.”

“She was my mother’s enemy? But… then why…”

“Offering her daughter a chance to save her soul was the viceroy’s way of burying all the animosity that lied between them. You being here is her way of saying sorry and no hard feelings to your mother. That, and I think she did it to put a good mark on her own record in the interest of avoiding going to hell herself one day.”

Ember stared at her in awe from hearing that before lowering her head as she thought about who saved her soul from eternal suffering.

“When you return to the underworld after this,” Shadow continued. “You will be judged on your actions with us, and hopefully if you prove yourself worthy, you will not return to hell again. Whether our mission goes well or not, however, should you happen to see the viceroy herself, I would advise getting down on your knees and thanking her with all your might and soul for receiving this opportunity in the first place. The higher-ups approved you being taken out of hell, but it was Tora that stuck her neck out for you in the first place.”

“I will,” Ember softly said. “I’ll do my best not to squander this gift.”

“See that you do,” Shadow said.

“Wow. I didn’t know the viceroy could be that nice,” Zoey marveled.

“I still think she did it more for herself than Ember,” Shadow remarked. “At any rate, Ember has been chosen to accompany the three of us on our mission and prove that she is a good soul worthy of being saved.”

Ember nodded before looking at her with puzzlement.

“The three of us?” she repeated. Shadow smirked before they noticed another figure walking towards them from the darkened woods.

“This mission will also serve as a test for our friend here to join our ranks,” Shadow explained. “The viceroy chose her for this role in order to kill two birds with one stone. She too is someone who was killed before her time, and becoming a warden will allow her to serve a purpose in death to prevent her soul from becoming doomed. That, and she has a personal grudge against whoever took her away from the life she once had, so she is quite eager to assist us with finding the one responsible and drag their sorry ass straight down to the underworld to see our boss.”

Stepping into the moonlight before them, an ant girl was seen, dressed in tall dark brown boots, a blue tunic with a brown leather corset that had three flowing ends to it that rested down the middle and over her hips, while her insect abdomen stuck out behind her above the flowing blue skirt she wore. Her hands were clad in brown gloves, one of which was holding a massive steel scythe at her side that had a few chain links attached to the bottom while the top was molded with a pickaxe design befitting for the undead ant girl. Her short brown hair ruffled in the wind, her antennae twitched overhead, and her blue eyes observed Ember looking at her curiously before turning to see Shadow smirking at the woman.

“Isn’t that right, Squeak?” Shadow finished.

“That’s correct, Shadow,” Squeak replied in a clear voice, surprising Ember while Zoey giggled at her companion. The ant girl gripped her scythe tightly as she turned her focused gaze onto Ember, with the witch easily sensing a fierce aura coming from the undead monstergirl.

“I am going to find the one who took me away from my beloved king and family, and I am going to reap their soul without mercy.”
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Due to strict content ratings and required censorship from Draft2Digital's distribution partners, character artwork for this book has been removed from this edition. To see the character illustrations along with additional artwork made for the book series, you can visit the books’ website at www.ChroniclesOfEden.com.


  Author's Thank You

Thank you very much for reading, I hope you enjoyed what you found in this book. Writing this series has become one of my favorite things to do, and giving life to these wonderful characters is always a delight and sometimes a creative challenge. There's plenty more in the story to tell and I'm working hard to get the following books out as soon as I can. I do hope you like what comes next. If you're a fan of the series and want to learn more, visit my website for news and links to the series wiki and other informational sites.

And as always, if you like what you’ve seen here please don’t be shy, reviews help authors sell books so they can eat. Not trying to guilt trip you of course, just saying that Alexander Gordon likes to eat and not starve. He’s just weird that way. Don’t judge.
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